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ABSTRACT
CREATING JAW-DROPPINGLY EFFECTIVE ROOKIE TEACHERS:
UNPACKING TEACHER PREPARATION AT THE SPOSATO GRADUATE

SCHOOL OF EDUCATION (MATCH EDUCATION)

Author: Andrew Frederic Miller

Chair: Dr. Marilyn Cochran-Smith

Beginning in 2000, a number of new graduate schools of education (nGSEs) have
been established in the U.S. in response to increasing calls for more effective teachers.
Among these are programs affiliated with “No Excuses”-style charter schools, which are
focused on closing the achievement gap in urban K-12 schools. Teacher education
programs at nGSEs affiliated with “No Excuses” schools were designed to prepare
teachers specifically for these schools. Although these nGSEs have been applauded by
the press and by education reform advocates, there has been almost no independent
research about them. Systematic study of the goals, practices and beliefs of teacher
educators and candidates at these programs is necessary to understand the impact “No
Excuses”-affiliated nGSEs may have on teacher preparation for urban schools.

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to analyze teacher preparation from
insiders’ perspectives at the Sposato Graduate School of Education, which is connected
to the Match Education charter management organization. For this study, the Sposato

GSE was regarded as an illustrative and an instrumental case of the nGSE phenomenon.



Drawing on multiple data sources and using qualitative data analysis methods,
this dissertation found the Sposato mission was to create “jaw-droppingly effective
rookie teachers,” and it argues this mission was in large part realized due to the
remarkable coherence of the program’s design, curriculum, and vision. However, this
dissertation also argues the success of the Sposato teacher education program came at a
cost. My analysis shows that Sposato leaders and faculty members zeroed in almost
exclusively on two goals: (1) implementing a technical, moves-based epistemology of
teaching in their teacher preparation curriculum; and (2) socializing teachers into a
gradualist and technically rational vision of equity and justice consistent with the goals of
“No Excuses” schools. This study has important implications for the practice of urban
teacher preparation, research into the nGSE phenomenon, and policies related to

improving teacher education program quality and the goal of closing the achievement

gap.
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CHAPTER ONE
New Graduate Schools of Education, “No Excuses” Schools, and Teacher
Effectiveness in the Era of Education Reform

Over the past thirty years, educational policy in the United States has been heavily
influenced by the development and implementation of a set of policy solutions that is
sometimes referred to as “education reform.” The assumptions behind education reform
are rooted in the belief first popularized in A Nation at Risk that America’s schools have
failed to produce an adequately educated workforce that will help the country maintain
global economic competitiveness (National Commission on Excellence in Education
[NCEE], 1983). Simultaneously, the academic achievement of disadvantaged and
marginalized student populations has continually lagged behind the academic
achievement of more advantaged student populations, leading many educators and
policymakers to assume that persistent achievement gaps are directly related to the
presumed low quality of America’s public schools and teachers. The purpose of
education reform, as a set of educational policy solutions, is to implement standards- and
accountability-based reforms designed to dramatically close persistent academic
achievement gaps and increase the quality of America’s teachers and schools (Cuban,
2007; Mehta, 2013a).

As other problems related to these academic achievement gaps have gained
attention, solutions have emerged that are consistent with education reform’s core
assumptions about the link between education success and economic success and the
presumed failure of America’s schools as a result of poor-quality teachers and schools

rather than outside factors. Along these lines, it has been widely assumed that the quality



of the nation’s teachers is both a major problem and the best solution to the problem of
students’ unsatisfactory academic achievement (Cochran-Smith, Piazza, & Power, 2013;
Cohen, 1995). Consistent with this assumption, teacher education policy within the past
ten years has focused on holding teacher education programs accountable for the
production of effective teachers (Cochran-Smith, Baker, et al., in press). Several new
initiatives designed to enhance teacher quality have positioned teacher effectiveness,
usually defined as the ability of a teacher to positively impact student learning (Hess &
McShane, 2014), as the most desirable outcome of teacher education. One initiative that
has emerged during the past decade is the establishment of “new graduate schools of
education” (nGSEs), a phrase my research team has developed to refer to the small but
growing number of schools or programs of teacher preparation with these features: they
are unaffiliated with universities, offer preprofessional teacher preparation over a period
of at least 9-12 months, and are state-authorized to grant master’s degrees and endorse
new teachers for licensure (Cochran-Smith, Miller, & Carney, 2016). The nGSE
phenomenon is a relatively small but popular and growing education reform intended to
address the specific problem of teacher quality by drastically reinventing (and improving)
teacher preparation and thus ultimately closing the academic achievement gap in urban
schools.

New graduate schools of education seek to accomplish this goal by moving
beyond debates over the last 20 years that centered on the professionalization or the
deregulation of teacher education (Cochran-Smith & Fries, 2001, 2005; Zeichner, 2003).
These debates were concerned primarily with whether or not states should allow

alternative entry routes into the teaching profession, what the evidence was about the



impact of teachers from different routes and pathways on student achievement, and the
implications of introducing market-based strategies into teacher education. As explained
in more depth below, proponents of nGSEs have attempted to open a new space within
education reform that embraces the idea behind the professionalization agenda that high-
quality teacher education programs are necessary and simultaneously embraces the
deregulation agenda’s aim to break up the alleged monopoly university-based schools of
education have had on the preparation of teachers.

Locating teacher preparation at nGSEs represents a distinct break from the
dominant model of university-based teacher preparation over the last century (Labaree,
2004; Zeichner, 2016). From the perspective of the advocates and founders of most
nGSEs, university teacher education has failed to produce teachers who can close the
achievement gap (Gastic, 2014). Yet at the same time, nGSE advocates see fast-track
entry routes such as Teach for America as focusing on the recruitment of teachers rather
than their preparation; therefore, nGSE advocates see fast-track routes as insufficient to
produce teachers who have learned the core skills and practices of effective teaching
(Relay Graduate School of Education [Relay GSE], 2015; Sposato Graduate School of
Education [SGSE], 2017a). According to proponents of nGSEs, neither university-based
nor alternative entry routes have been able to solve the teacher quality problem in the
U.S. and therefore new forms of preparation and entry into teaching that break away from
and improve upon the design, organization, and evaluation of university teacher
education are necessary.

During the same time as the rise of the nGSE phenomenon, there has also been

growing concern with the instructional quality of the education of students of Color



living in low-income city school districts because of the persistent academic achievement
gaps between these students and their wealthier, White peers (Ladson-Billings, 2006,
2013). Urban school districts have seen the rise of “No Excuses” charter schools and
charter management organizations (CMOs) as a way to address this problem of low
instructional quality in urban schools. “No Excuses” schools and CMOs are not attached
to an official or centralized educational organization. Rather, they function independently
and autonomously. Yet despite this autonomy and independence, schools that adopt a
“No Excuses” mentality tend to share a set of specific beliefs and practices for urban
education that are designed to militate against the effects of social inequality by
guaranteeing academic success for the low-income students of Color they serve (Miller,
2015). The “No Excuses” phenomenon, rooted in the curricular, instructional, and
behavioral practices for which these schools are most famous (e.g., Bambrick-Santoyo,
2010; KIPP Foundation, 2014a; Lemov, 2010, 2014) has come to influence an emerging
common sense about how instruction should be organized in urban K-12 schools (Dobbie
& Fryer, 2011; Miller, 2015; Sondel, 2015).

This dissertation sits at the intersection of these two sets of education reforms,
intended to address various aspects of the achievement gap: new graduate schools of
education (nGSEs) that move teacher preparation away from university-sponsored
programs and the “No Excuses” model of urban education that focuses on boosting
achievement in urban K-12 schools. The result — teacher preparation programs sponsored
by charter management organizations (CMOs) that use the “No Excuses” model — is the

focus of this dissertation.



“No Excuses”-affiliated nGSEs are premised on the assumption that universities
have not produced teachers who are familiar with the curricular and instructional methods
that are most effective at closing the achievement gap. “No Excuses” schools claim to
have identified a human capital problem due to high teacher turnover (Torres, 2014) and
the need to staff the growing number of schools in their networks with teachers prepared
to use the “right” curricular and instructional methods (Kronholz, 2012). In order to
address this human capital problem, “No Excuses” charter schools and CMOs have
within the past ten years expanded their operations beyond the articulation and practice of
these curricular and instructional methods for K-12 schools and have now created teacher
preparation programs designed to teach these same methods to people entering the
teaching profession (Gastic, 2014; D. Goldstein, 2014; M. Goldstein, 2013; Mehta &
Teles, 2014). In some instances, “No Excuses” teacher preparation programs have
evolved into schools of education, which confer master’s degrees and have been
authorized by state-level departments of education to grant initial teacher certification
and licensure, therefore meeting the criteria for inclusion within the nGSE phenomenon
described above. “No Excuses”-affiliated nGSEs have been created to enhance the
instructional quality of urban K-12 schools by enhancing the preparation and quality of
teachers being specifically prepared for those schools.

“No Excuses” nGSEs claim to be more successful than traditional schools of
education at preparing teachers for the specific context of high-poverty urban schools
serving students of Color because they focus on practice and because they are context-
specific (Relay GSE, 2015; SGSE, 2017b, 2017¢). The master’s degrees offered at “No

Excuses” nGSEs prioritize the development of the habits and skills of effective teaching



for which the “No Excuses” model has been praised (e.g., Bambrick-Santoyo, 2010;
Lemov, 2010, 2014). Ultimately, “No Excuses” nGSEs seek to transform and enhance
teacher preparation for preservice teachers who will teach in low-income urban schools
just as proponents of the model claim the “No Excuses” approach has transformed and
enhanced the educational experience for students of Color in low-income urban K-12
schools. Yet as is frequently the case with education reforms, practice and policy have
out-paced research into these new models of teacher preparation.

Almost no systematic and independent research has been conducted about the
practice of teacher preparation at nGSEs that are connected to the “No Excuses” model.
The work in this area that does exist is descriptive, highlighting the unique methods
developed by teacher educators at “No Excuses” charter school sites (e.g., Gastic, 2014;
Kronholz, 2012) or pointing out the ways teacher preparation at nGSEs differs from
university-based teacher preparation in potentially subtractive ways (e.g., Zeichner,
2016). However, within the very small body of research about teacher preparation at
nGSEs, there are no in-depth analyses of the guiding beliefs or the key practices in “No
Excuses”-affiliated nGSEs or of the implications of these beliefs and practices for the
field of teacher education. There is relatively more research about the curricular,
instructional, and behavioral practices used in “No Excuses” K-12 schools (Miller, 2015),
which of course influence practice at “No Excuses” teacher preparation programs.
However, this literature is also limited, and the trends in the “No Excuses” K-12
literature, detailed in Chapter Two, mirror the trends in the nGSE literature more broadly.

This lack of in-depth research results in a lack of understanding about both the

positive and negative consequences of supporting a new “No Excuses” model of teacher



preparation. More nuanced understanding of the practices and the beliefs of teacher
educators who lead teacher preparation programs at “No Excuses” CMOs is necessary to
understand the impact the nGSE and “No Excuses” phenomena are having on the
processes of preparing teachers for urban K-12 schools. Both educational phenomena
have been described by proponents as disruptive innovations (M.B. Horn, 2015), a phrase
Christensen (2016) has used to describe innovations within particular marketplaces that
begin their lives as concepts not widely accepted or used by consumers but then slowly
gain traction and eventually displace their competitors in that marketplace as consumers
begin to value the innovation. If “No Excuses”-affiliated nGSEs are actually the
disruptive innovation that proponents claim them to be (Gastic, 2014), a deeper
understanding about the complex beliefs and practices of teacher educators, teacher
candidates, and program graduates who have engaged in this new model of teacher
preparation is needed as the model increases in size and scope.

The following dissertation is a qualitative case study of teacher preparation at a
new graduate school of education connected to a “No Excuses” CMO: the Sposato
Graduate School of Education. This dissertation, which investigates the single case of
Sposato, conceptually locates Sposato at the intersection of the two education reforms
described above: nGSEs and “No Excuses” CMOs. Like many other nGSEs, Sposato has
been intentionally re-located away from university-based teacher education and designed
to emphasize teaching practices consistent with the urban and “No Excuses” charter
schools where Sposato graduates are expected to work. The purpose of this case study is
to understand and generate new knowledge about the methods, definitions, perspectives,

and experiences of the participants in teacher preparation at Sposato, regarded as a



strategic research site for studying the larger phenomenon of nGSEs, from the
perspective of Sposato insiders. This study provides in-depth insights and understandings
of the nGSE phenomenon, which its proponents claim is a new model of urban teacher
preparation with new practices that contrast with those of university-based preparation
(Gastic, 2014; Mehta & Teles, 2014). In addition, this dissertation contributes to a further
understanding of the beliefs and practices of “No Excuses” CMOs, the implications of
these beliefs and practices for the future of urban K-12 education, and the relationship
between these beliefs and practices and the practice of teacher preparation.

This dissertation also serves as the pilot study for a larger study of the nGSE
phenomenon (Cochran-Smith, Miller, et al., 2016). This larger study involves analysis of
documents and materials publicly available for all nGSEs that fit the criteria listed above,
interviews with 15-20 leaders and proponents of nGSEs, and four case studies. The larger
study investigates the practice of teacher preparation at nGSEs in order to understand and
describe new models of teacher preparation that are part of the larger education reform
movement. In addition, the larger study is designed to identify the consequences or trade-
offs of dislocating teacher preparation away from the resources and knowledge sources of
universities and relocating it within a larger education reform movement, where
accountability is central and effective practice is the primary focus (Cochran-Smith,
Miller, et al., 2016). The most highly visible and prolific examples of the nGSE
phenomenon so far are the Relay Graduate School of Education, the High Tech High
Graduate School of Education, and the Sposato Graduate School of Education. The
Sposato case was chosen as the pilot for the larger study because of its location, its

prominence in the discourse, and its fit with our definition of the nGSE phenomenon. In



addition to being the pilot site for the larger study, Sposato also serves as one of the four
purposefully-selected nGSE sites of practice in the larger study.

It is important to note that nGSEs comprise an extremely controversial
development within the field of teacher preparation. As is described in more detail in
Chapter Two, published commentaries or studies about teacher preparation at nGSEs are
currently split between those who support nGSEs because they believe the need for high-
quality teachers in the U.S. necessitates new, non-university based programs (e.g.,
Caperton & Whitmire, 2012) and those who believe nGSEs further contribute to the
inequitable distribution of highly qualified teachers (e.g., Zeichner, 2016). In addition,
access for outsiders to study nGSEs has been essentially nonexistent because of the lack
of trust between the nGSE and “traditional” teacher preparation communities. Many
nGSE leaders have been understandably reluctant to grant access to university-based
teacher education researchers because they feel that teacher education researchers and
proponents of university-based teacher education have unfairly judged their programs
without taking the time to understand their programs. For these reasons, the access my
research team was granted to the Sposato Graduate School of Education for me to
conduct this case study and to include Sposato as one of four cases in the larger study
was highly unusual.

Sposato leaders agreed to participate in this study because they valued rigorous,
independent research into their program and believed that they could learn more about
how to improve their internal model of teacher preparation from participating in the
larger study. But, the agreement made between our research team and the Sposato

leadership was that this case study was not intended to judge or evaluate Sposato



methods. Rather the study was intended to understand the phenomenon of teacher
preparation at Sposato from the perspective of those involved in the work. The research
questions as stated below were intended to analyze the practices, beliefs, methods,
experiences, and internal logic of teacher preparation at Sposato by unpacking underlying
assumptions, considering intended and unintended consequences, and to raise questions
about implications, but not to judge the program according to some externally imposed
set of criteria.
Research Questions

As mentioned, this dissertation unpacks the explicit and implicit theories of
practice that exist at the Sposato Graduate School of Education, understood as a case of
teacher preparation at a “No Excuses”-affiliated nGSE. The following research questions
guided this qualitative case study:

1. What are the implicit and explicit theories of practice that guide teacher education

at the Sposato Graduate School of Education?

e What are the administrator, faculty, and candidate assumptions about: the
core practices involved in good teaching, sources of knowledge, preparing
teachers for underserved students, evaluating teacher preparation
effectiveness, and equity and justice?

e What are the core practices in which administrators, faculty, and coaches
at Sposato engage?

2. What are the experiences and perspectives of teacher candidates at Sposato?

e What are their backgrounds and why did they choose this teacher

preparation program? What are their notions of justice and equity?
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e How do candidates and graduates describe their experience in the Sposato
program? What is their sense of their preparedness to teach given their
Sposato experiences?
3. How do administrators, staff, faculty, coaches, and candidates conceptualize the

goals and purposes of the practice of teacher education at Sposato?
These questions were designed to access the insider perspectives of research participants
as well as to better understand the methods and definitions of teacher preparation at
Sposato. As noted, this case study of Sposato is the pilot for a larger study of nGSEs
titled, “Teacher Preparation at New Graduate Schools of Education: A Cross-Case Study
of a Growing Phenomenon.” One purpose of the larger study is to understand how
teacher educators and teacher candidates at nGSEs understand their own project locally,
including the beliefs and practices that characterize these programs. The larger study also
addresses the question of how nGSEs are framed by their proponents in relation to larger
social and political agendas in education and the ways leaders and advocates use frame
alignment and other strategies to promote nGSEs as part of the larger education reform
movement. The questions asked in this dissertation help to answer both of these sets of
research questions in the larger study.
Context: Education Reform, nGSEs, and “No Excuses” Schools

Many contemporary educational debates in the U.S. are related to the fact that the
U.S. has historically not provided a high-quality education for all K-12 students. Though
there is not consensus about the root cause of persistent inequality (Ladson-Billings,
2006, 2013), one of the primary problems is the existence of an academic achievement

gap between White students and students of Color, as well as a gap between students of
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high and low socioeconomic status. The achievement gap has become a proxy for the
inequalities latent in the U.S. educational system and one of the guiding foci of efforts to
change American educational infrastructure. In addition, many reform initiatives,
policies, and programs tend to be assessed on whether or not they are having an impact
on closing or narrowing these seemingly intractable achievement gaps. Subsequently,
many change efforts have been directed toward addressing the needs of students who
score on the lower end of academic achievement measurements.

Over the last 30 years of education reform, many responses to the problem of the
achievement gap have been related to standards and accountability, and what Mehta
(2013a) calls a new education policy paradigm. According to Mehta and others, this new
education policy paradigm emerged with the publication of A Nation at Risk, although it
has deeper roots. Not only did 4 Nation at Risk acknowledge the long-standing problem
of low achievement across student groups in the U.S., it connected low academic
achievement to the concerns about the United States losing its supremacy in the global
economy (NCEE, 1983). The United States has certainly not been alone in the push for
standards- and accountability-based reforms intended to ensure a nation’s place in the
knowledge society and the new global economy. Sahlberg (2011) has referred to this
trend internationally as “GERM,” or the Global Education Reform Movement, which
emphasizes five key features: the standardization of educational models; the focus on
core academic subjects like literacy and numeracy; the search for efficient, low-risk ways
for students to reach learning goals in these core subjects; the use of corporate
management models to achieve these learning goals; and the implementation of test-

based accountability to measure progress toward these outcomes.
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Consistent with these five features, there have been trends in several Western and
other nations to limit the desired goals of educational systems to only what can be
measured, resulting in a technocratic focus on a very small set of outcomes (Hargreaves
& Shirley, 2009). This limited focus has subsequently resulted in a weakened teaching
profession, the increasing power of state-authority, and the rising belief that more and
better data systems will help nations improve their educational outcomes. This state of
affairs is not universal. In fact, there are several sites of resistance to the spread of
“GERM,” including the nations of Finland and Singapore and the Canadian province of
Alberta, wherein teachers have maintained or regained their professionalism and nations
have emphasized a robust and holistic set of goals outside of those that can be measured
on standardized achievement or knowledge-based tests (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012;
Hargreaves & Shirley, 2012; Sahlberg, 2011). These examples notwithstanding, the basic
model of education reform, which emphasizes efficiency via market-based competition
and effectiveness via standards- and accountability-based reform, remains the mainstream
model of educational change throughout the globalizing world.

In the United States, concerns about economic competitiveness are manifested
primarily in the dominance of technical solutions to issues of teaching and learning.
Mehta (2013a) suggests that contemporary technical change efforts can be tied back to
the way A Nation at Risk framed the problem in stark, urgent tones: American schools
have failed, particularly in neighborhoods with marginalized populations; teachers and
schools are primarily responsible for these failures; and massive reforms must be
undertaken so that the country can begin to hold itself accountable for its educational

progress. Implied within this framing was not only the belief that drastic change was
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needed, but that change should and must begin with the immediate work of increasing the
quality of teachers and schools. It is important to note that there have been several
important critiques of this conceptualization of education reform (e.g., Apple, 2006;
Berliner & Biddle, 1995; Berliner, Glass, et al., 2014; D. Ravitch, 2010, 2013), but it is
clear that most proposed solutions to the problem of the achievement gap operate from
within these core education reform assumptions.

The following two sections provide further discussion about the two education
reforms that are most relevant to this dissertation. Both nGSEs and “No Excuses” schools
emerged out of the larger education reform movement and more specifically out of
efforts to boost teacher quality for urban K-12 schools.

Teacher quality, teacher effectiveness, and the rise of nGSEs.' For more than a
century, there have been controversies about teacher education and about how and for
what purposes teachers should be prepared (Cochran-Smith, Feiman-Nemser, MclIntyre,
& Demers, 2008). There have also been many debates about what the research says about
effective teacher preparation (Cochran-Smith & Zeichner, 2005; Zeichner & Conklin,
2005, 2009). What this means is that teacher education has long been a highly complex
and contentious field within which there are multiple competing views about preparation.
During the late 1990s and throughout the first two decades of this century, teacher quality
and teacher education quality debates have become prominent in larger discussions and

initiatives related to education reform and teacher education.

' My framing of the teacher quality context draws in part on the work of the research
team for the larger study and the ways the team identified and described the “problem”
surrounding the nGSE phenomenon (Cochran-Smith, Miller, et al., 2016).
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Within these contemporary debates about teacher education, many people have
assumed a “teacher quality gap” exists (Goldhaber, Laverly, & Theobald, 2015; Haycock
& Crawford, 2008). This quality gap stems from the idea that America does not have
uniformly high-quality teachers and that under-resourced urban schools with large
numbers of minority and/or poor students are the most likely to have poorly qualified
teachers (Darling-Hammond, 1995; Goldhaber et al., 2015; Lankford, Loeb, & Wyckoff,
2002). Teacher quality policy debates position teachers as both the problem and the
solution to low-quality education, and it is assumed that better teachers will yield better
schools (Cochran-Smith, 2005; National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future
[NCTAF], 1996, 1997; Thomas B. Fordham Foundation, 1999).

But proponents of teacher quality policy solutions within this education policy
paradigm no longer merely call for highly qualified teachers; they now demand highly
effective teachers (Hess & McShane, 2014). Here the effectiveness of a teacher is
assumed to be directly connected to the ability of that teacher to impact student learning
as measured through some form of quantitative or standardized assessment. A major goal
of contemporary educational reform policy, then, has been to increase teacher
effectiveness in part by developing initiatives that require “traditional” teacher education
programs and other providers to demonstrate program impact and the effectiveness of
their graduates (Council for the Accreditation of Educator Preparation [CAEP], 2015;
Goldhaber, Liddle, & Theobald, 2013; Henry, Kershaw, Zulli, & Smith, 2012). New
accountability policies and initiatives in teacher education have been established to
emphasize teacher effectiveness, or the relationship between a teacher preparation

program’s practice and the ability of program graduates to have a direct impact on pupil
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learning (Cochran-Smith, Baker, et al., in press). Despite ongoing debates about the
appropriateness of this definition of teacher effectiveness, this new era in teacher
education accountability policy has resulted in the widespread inclusion of teacher
effectiveness in discussions of program outcomes (Cochran-Smith, Stern, et al., 2016).

During the past decade, though, there have also been several efforts to reshape the
structure of teacher preparation programs themselves in order to more systematically and
directly address teacher effectiveness. Gastic (2014), who was formerly the research
director for the Relay Graduate School of Education, the largest and one of the most
prominent nGSEs, refers to these collective efforts as “Teacher Prep 2.0.” She claims
these efforts are needed because, “the demand for effective teachers far exceeds the
capacity of the current human capital pipeline. By and large, teacher education programs
have fallen short of recruiting and preparing teachers who are ready for the challenges
facing students in twenty-first century schools” (Gastic, 2014, p. 91). Gastic and others
who share her views assume that the country needs a dramatic departure from both
university-based teacher education and fast-track alternative programs because neither of
these approaches to teacher preparation and/or teacher recruitment has adequately
addressed the lack of effective teaching in America’s classrooms.

Proponents of teacher preparation with a bottom-line focus on teacher
effectiveness claim that teacher preparation must maintain a persistent (even relentless)
focus on the outcome of pupil learning, which will thereby presumably increase equity in
academic achievement (D. Goldstein, 2014; Green, 2014; Mehta & Teles, 2014). Teacher
preparation programs with a focus on pupil learning are “anchored by purposeful linkages

between clinical experiences, classroom- and/or Web-based seminars, and guided
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practice with experienced educators, through which teachers learn both how to teach and
how to understand their role in the lives of their students” (Gastic, 2014, pp. 91-92).
Proponents of these methods, which are the cornerstone of “Teacher Prep 2.0,” claim
they can be used to reliably produce the kinds of highly effective teachers America needs
to maintain a high-quality educational system (Gastic, 2014). Redesigning and
restructuring teacher education programs to focus on the outcome of program graduates’
classroom effectiveness is also consistent with the current movement to “hold teacher
education accountable” for the production of effective teachers.

Although advocates of this outcomes-based approach to teacher preparation tend
to call for the relocation of teacher preparation away from university-based schools of
education, it is important to note that they have not rejected everything about university-
based teacher education. Unlike reform advocates who push for alternative fast-track
entry routes, which essentially bypass teacher preparation, proponents of “Teacher Prep
2.0” value preservice teacher preparation based on the assumption that context-specific
preparation is essential for teachers prior to their becoming teachers of record. Along
similar lines, Gastic (2014) states that clinical preparation is central to the needed new
forms of teacher preparation since “Teacher effectiveness is not a function of experience
in and of itself; instead it is the result of time well spent on disciplined and purposeful
practice” (p. 100). The crux of the argument made by those who advocate for the
“Teacher Prep 2.0” perspective is that adequate practice-based and context-specific
teacher preparation does not happen within the current structures of university schools of
education because they are too far removed from the school-based sites of practice where

teacher candidates will eventually work. This perspective is consistent with critiques over
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many years that university schools of education focus too much on theory and not enough
on the daily realities of teaching and classroom management (Wilson, 2014). The teacher
effectiveness solution to the teacher quality problem calls on teacher preparation
providers to “embrace the possibilities of integrated and embedded teaching experience
that cultivate teaching talent” (Gastic, 2014, p. 102) and to create new programs that are
specifically designed to do so.

The leaders of different nGSEs share the assumption that university-based teacher
education has focused too much on theory and not enough on practice (Cochran-Smith,
Miller, et al., 2016). Claiming to have learned from the errors of both university-based
and alternative fast-track entry routes to teaching, nGSE leaders and advocates have
prioritized context-specificity and a practice-based approach to teacher education (Gastic,
2014; Kronholz, 2012). The assumption is that context-specific and practice-based
approaches to teacher preparation are sustainable ways to emphasize teacher
effectiveness and solve the teacher quality problem. In addition, nGSE proponents claim
that holding themselves and their teachers accountable for student learning is a central
way to gauge their effectiveness (Sposato, 2016; Relay GSE, 2016).

As noted above, there is currently a small, but growing number of nGSEs, the
most well-known of which are the High Tech High Graduate School of Education, the
first nGSE, and the Relay Graduate School of Education, which is the largest nGSE with
8 campuses serving upwards of 1,500 teachers/candidates annually. Interestingly, while
across the country both university teacher education programs and alternative entry
routes not located at institutions of higher education, like TFA, are experiencing

declining enrollments (Rich, 2015; Sawchuk, 2014; Svarczkopf, 2015), nGSEs seem to
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be thriving. One way to appraise this situation is the amount of funding nGSEs have been
able to garner. The Gates Foundation recently announced that Teacher”, a consortium led
by the Relay Graduate School of Education and including preparation programs at other
notable nGSEs, is among the teacher education initiatives that will receive a $7 million
grant to focus on “effective” teacher preparation (Gates Foundation, 2015). Also along
these lines, the December 2015 passage of the Every Student Succeeds Act allows states
to use federal teacher quality funds to establish teacher preparation academies not tied to
universities (Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015). Despite these highly-publicized
indications of interest in the emerging phenomenon of nGSEs, little research exists about
this new phenomenon, including what practices are used, the connections between these
practices and those assumed to be lacking in university-based models of teacher
preparation, or the perspectives of faculty and candidates connected to these programs. I
provide further discussion about the existing literature on nGSEs in Chapter Two.

“No Excuses” charter schools and urban K-12 school reform. The second
education reform that is essential to situating my proposed study of the Sposato Graduate
School of Education is the “No Excuses” model of urban education reform. “No
Excuses” schools are intended to address the problem of the achievement gap by
drastically altering the structure, curriculum, governance, and operation of urban K-12
schools. How best to teach and instruct students in high-poverty urban settings is one of
the fundamental debates in K-12 urban education (S.C. Carter, 2001; Dobbie & Fryer,
2011; Fryer, 2011; Merseth, 2009; Whitman, 2008). To a certain extent neoliberal
education reform has been prompted by a motivation to discover efficient and effective

ways of schooling, based on the assumption that such methods are in fact discoverable
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(Bambrick-Santoyo, 2010; Farr, 2010; Lemov, 2010, 2014; Mehta, Gomez, & Bryk,
2012; Mehta & Teles, 2014). As part of the neoliberal turn in education, “traditional”
urban public schools have been portrayed in the media and in policy discussions as
failing to provide effective educational opportunities and positive educational outcomes
for marginalized students (Brill, 2011; Carr, 2013; Thernstrom & Thernstrom, 2003).
Educational reformers in urban schools have long promoted the idea that the achievement
gap can be closed if teachers in urban schools have the right set of tools (e.g.,
Achievement First, 2014; Lemov, 2010; Uncommon Schools, 2014). Several models that
operate from this assumption were introduced into the urban education reform landscape
during the era of educational reform in the U.S. (S.C. Carter, 2001; Merseth, 2009;
Whitman, 2008). The “No Excuses” approach, first developed in the late 1990s
(Mathews, 2009), is one of the most popular, technically sophisticated, and replicated of
these models (Dobbie & Fryer, 2011; Fryer, 2011; D. Goldstein, 2014; Mehta & Teles,
2014).

Behind “No Excuses” schools is the mission to provide otherwise unavailable
educational opportunities to low-income students living in city school districts using a
very specific set of instructional methods. Though these methods have been implemented
in a wide range of school settings (S.C. Carter, 2001; Dobbie & Fryer, 2011; Fryer, 2011;
Whitman, 2008), the schools that most frequently align themselves with the “No
Excuses” label tend to be public charter schools connected to particular CMOs. Educators
who work within “No Excuses” schools work from the perspective that blame for the
systemic failure of urban education should be placed on those who make educational

“excuses” for these failures. An educational “excuse” is a belief that the negative effects
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of socioeconomic conditions on students’ achievement make it impossible for teachers
and schools alone to close the achievement gap without the coordinated work of other
social services, actors, and policies (Thernstrom & Thernstrom, 2003). Proponents of the
“No Excuses” model are not ignorant of the detrimental effects institutional racism and
structural poverty have on students’ academic development. For instance, Lemov (2010),
a managing director of the Uncommon Schools CMO and author of the widely-cited
book Teach Like a Champion, states, “In these schools, the price of failure is high and the
challenges immense. Teachers there work in a crucible where, most often, our society’s
failures are paramount, self-evident, and overwhelming” (p. 2). Yet proponents of the
“No Excuses” model ultimately claim this evidence has been used to rationalize the
continued failure of urban schools to diminish educational inequalities and that such
excuses distract urban educators from maintaining a relentless focus on implementing
school-based methods for closing the achievement gap (Bambrick-Santoyo, 2010;
Lemov, 2010, 2014).

Although it has deeper roots (Apple, 2006; Howe, 1997), the contemporary “No
Excuses” model has only been referred to by this label since about 2001 when the
Heritage Foundation released a report entitled, No Excuses: Lessons from 21 High-
Performing, High-Poverty Schools (S.C. Carter, 2001; see also Green, 2014). This report
has been critiqued for its lack of generalizability and representativeness (Kahlenberg,
2012; Rothstein, 2004) and its promotion of the problematic assumption that students in
high-poverty schools require a different kind of pedagogy (Kahlenberg & Potter, 2014).
Yet the case studies in this report described district, charter, and private schools in low-

income settings that had raised student achievement when compared to student
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achievement in schools with similar demographics. According to this report, the core
principle articulated in these schools was this: “America’s public schools have utterly
failed the poor...Apologists claim that the legacies of poverty, racism, and broken
families cannot be overcome when it comes to educating our nation’s neediest. They are
wrong” (S.C. Carter, 2001, p. 7). The report claimed to speak on behalf of all educators in
those schools, and further asserted that in order to enact this core principle, a “No
Excuses” school should adopt particular administrative and organizational structures.

In more recent case studies of three schools in the city of Boston, Seider (2012)
emphasized that “No Excuses” schools also share “a strict disciplinary environment,
extended time in school, and an intensive focus on traditional reading and mathematical
skills...relying heavily upon teacher-led direct instruction as the most efficient means of
delivering academic content” (p. 94). These basic features, along with an emphasis on
rigid behavioral expectations (Whitman, 2008) and character education (Seider, 2012;
Tough, 2012), create the foundation for the curricular, instructional, and behavioral
practices present in “No Excuses” schools.

The “No Excuses” model is currently best represented by the work of highly
visible CMOs such as KIPP, Achievement First, and Uncommon Schools, each of which
has been frequently cited by the press, educational journalists, and policymakers for
educational innovations in urban education and their students’ academic successes (Carr,
2013; Kronholz 2012; Peyser, 2011; Pondiscio, 2013). These CMOs represent the
collected work of a group of education reformers who first began to test and employ the
“No Excuses” style of curricular, instructional, and behavioral practice in the late 1990s

(Green, 2014; Mathews, 2009). These CMOs also operated with the high measure of
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autonomy granted them by local school authorities and/or states with the intention of
developing unique educational communities that would work efficiently toward raising
student achievement (S.C. Carter, 2001; Whitman, 2008). Several of the earliest “No
Excuses” providers were also connected via professional and personal relationships. For
example, as Mathews (2009) explained in his account of KIPP’s history, KIPP’s co-
founders Mike Levin and Dave Feinberg first met as Teach For America corps members
in Houston. The networked and supportive community that exists among “No Excuses”
educators prides itself on its dedication to achieving its singular purpose: closing the
achievement gap and placing students of Color who live in high-poverty urban settings
on a safe path to college and beyond (KIPP Foundation, 2014c; Lemov, 2010; Peyser,
2011).

Recent research has demonstrated that students at “No Excuses” schools have in
some cases performed better on standardized achievement tests than students at district
public schools within the same low-income districts where these schools are located (e.g.,
Angrist, Dynarski, Kane, Pathak, & Walters, 2010; Angrist, Pathak, & Walters, 2011;
Center for Research on Education Outcomes [CREDO], 2013; Tuttle et al., 2013).
Proponents of the “No Excuses” model claim this evidence demonstrates the success of
their model. Though the way this success has been measured has been questioned both
conceptually and methodologically, as I describe in Chapter Two, the idea that “No
Excuses” schools have consistently lived up to their claim to raise student achievement
has bolstered the argument that the “No Excuses” model is the best pedagogical and

instructional method currently available to remedy educational inequalities in the poorest
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urban districts across the nation (KIPP Foundation, 2014b; Lemov, 2010, 2014; Peyser,
2011).

These methods also appear to be growing in popularity because of the ever-
present desire within the field of urban education to find a scalable, successful model to
close the achievement gap (Fryer, 2011; Levin, 2013; Tough, 2012; Whitman, 2008). The
curricular and instructional practices developed at and promoted by “No Excuses” CMOs
continue to be promoted and used in a wide variety of urban educational settings
(Bambrick-Santoyo, 2010; Carr, 2013; Dobbie & Fryer, 2011; Fryer, 2011; Lemov, 2010,
2014; Mehta & Teles, 2014). This may become problematic because, as I show in my
discussion of the relevant literature, some research has shown that these curricular,
instructional, and behavioral practices have important unintended negative consequences
for the educational development of students in “No Excuses” and other urban schools
(Ellison, 2012; Golann, 2015; Goodman, 2013; Lack, 2008). In addition, research has not
yet determined whether the academic successes seen at “No Excuses” schools are caused
by the specific instructional and curricular practices implemented in these schools or are
an effect of other social and educational factors influencing the academic culture of these
schools (Duckworth, 2013; Kahlenberg & Potter, 2014; Fryer, 2011; Rothstein, 2004;
Tough, 2011). More research is needed to understand the connections among the core
assumptions of the “No Excuses” framework, the practices used in these schools, and the
nuanced perspectives of educators who develop and use these practices.

Overview of the Dissertation
For this dissertation, I conducted a qualitative case study of teacher preparation at

the Sposato Graduate School of Education, a strategic research site that is connected to
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both the new graduate schools of education (nGSE) and “No Excuses” urban education
reform phenomena. The purpose of this qualitative case study was to understand from the
perspectives of those actually involved in the work how Sposato functioned as a new
graduate school of education that operated within a “No Excuses”-affiliated CMO. As a
way of making sense of the Sposato model of teacher preparation, then, this dissertation
makes three central arguments.

First this dissertation argues that the Sposato mission to create “jaw-droppingly
effective rookie teachers” was in large part realized. That is, Sposato insiders were able to
achieve this mission through the efficient and effective implementation and enactment of
a specific approach to teacher preparation, a model intentionally designed both to show
that a new way of preparing effective rookie teachers was in fact possible and to prepare
new teachers to be effective in “No Excuses” schools. As mentioned above, some nGSEs
work from particular assumptions about teacher effectiveness and determine their
program’s success by the extent to which the program produces effective teachers as the
program defines that term. In this dissertation, I show that Sposato leaders maintained a
strong commitment to their specific definition of teacher effectiveness, rooted in core
beliefs about what the purpose of education is related to equity and social justice.
Therefore, I demonstrate that Sposato at a certain level was a successful, effective nGSE.
In particular, my analysis takes up Hammerness’s (2006, 2010, 2013) articulation of the
three qualities of effective teacher preparation programs: coherence, curriculum, and
vision. I show in this dissertation that Sposato leaders and candidates were able to realize
the program’s mission by concentrating on two primary goals: enacting a practice-based

teacher preparation curriculum that could serve as a model for other programs, and
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preparing teachers to enact a particular vision of equity and justice designed to effect
change in context-specific environments.

However, this dissertation also argues that the way in which Sposato insiders
worked to achieve the program’s coherence, curriculum, and vision led to certain
unintended consequences that limited and narrowed the scope of the program’s
effectiveness. For example, Sposato insiders valued internal program coherence so highly
that the result was the exclusion and silencing of dissenting voices within their program.
Internal coherence allowed Sposato leaders to efficiently and effectively implement their
model. The “healthy exit” mechanism built into the Sposato model helped achieve
internal coherence but also resulted in the unintended elimination of the kind of healthy
disagreement and debate which some people have argued helps a program refine its
model of teacher preparation (Hammerness, 2006; Kennedy, 2016). Also, internal
coherence led some candidates to question whether the Sposato model had only been
designed to meet the needs of middle class, White teacher candidates.

This dissertation also shows Sposato leaders believed that the program’s practice-
based curriculum and pedagogy would serve as a “revolutionary” example of how to
better prepare effective teachers, yet the epistemology of teacher effectiveness underlying
this “revolutionary approach” relied on a technical, linear definition of the work of
teaching, teacher learning, and the relationship between teachers’ knowledge and practice
(Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999; Floden, 2001; Forzani, 2014). The consequence of this
approach to curriculum meant that Sposato candidates were trained to be technically
proficient but not necessarily prepared to adapt this technical knowledge to the

complexity of the teaching profession.
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In addition, this dissertation shows that Sposato insiders promoted a vision of
equity and social justice that assumed that educational inequities and injustices would be
solved if technically rational educational solutions were put into place in schools (Lahann
& Reagan, 2011; Mehta, 2013). But this vision promoted technical solutions to complex
social problems, which resulted in the further promotion of a gradualist theory of change
limited in scope to only the work that can be accomplished within schools or teacher
preparation programs. This vision was used to prepare candidates for the context-specific
locations of “No Excuses” schools and classrooms, but there is little evidence that this
vision would be effective in other urban contexts. Furthermore, the cost of pursuing only
compensatory and distributive notions of equity and justice was that the larger social
problems underlying immediate educational inequities and injustices remained
unaddressed and therefore unsolved by the Sposato approach.

The third and final argument of this dissertation is that Sposato was able to create
“jaw-droppingly effective rookie teachers” because they focused only on preparing these
teachers to be immediately successful in the early parts of their career and only in the
specific context of high-achieving, high-poverty schools with “No Excuses”-aligned
instructional cultures. This indicates that Sposato as a new graduate school of education
promoted a fundamental redefinition of what teacher preparation should be designed to
accomplish. The way the Sposato model emphasized the “No Excuses” context in its
vision of equity and justice and defined practice as the successful moves done by teachers
in “No Excuses” classrooms suggests that Sposato leaders believed teacher preparation
depended on a discrete, practice-based, context-specific definition of effectiveness during

their preservice preparation. Paradoxically, though, this consistent, prescriptive, yet

27



narrow approach to teacher preparation ended up reinforcing the “rightness” of the
Sposato model, confirming insiders’ core assumptions about teacher effectiveness, the
achievement gap, and the success of “No Excuses” schools rather than highlighting the
partialness and limitedness of this approach. Therefore, the Sposato case highlights that a
“No Excuses”-affiliated nGSE can produce effective teachers, but that this success may
come at the cost of setting limits on teacher effectiveness. This study suggests that “No
Excuses”-affiliated nGSEs, because they are only able to offer solutions to America’s
assumed teacher quality problems consistent with “No Excuses” approaches to urban
educational reform, are not well designed to serve as generalizable or scalable models to
address the problem of teacher education quality writ large.
Organization of the Dissertation

In Chapter Two, I present the theoretical, conceptual, and methodological
frameworks as well as the literature review that guided the research design, data
collection, and data analysis of this dissertation. This chapter includes an analysis of the
conceptual and empirical research that has been conducted in the major fields of teacher
preparation and urban education research relevant to the contexts described above. I
organize the studies reviewed into the following categories: research on new graduate
schools of education, research on urban teacher education and urban teacher residencies,
research on practice-based teacher education, and research on “No Excuses” charter
schools. After my review of each category, I also provide an indication of the
contributions of these bodies of research to this case study as well as a critical

commentary about major trends and silences within these bodies of research.
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In Chapter Three, I articulate the research design and analytic plan used in this
qualitative case study. I describe in brief the Sposato case, the data sources and research
participants, as well as the approach I took to collect data. I then discuss the strategies
and methods I used for qualitative data analysis, drawing primarily on Erickson (1986),
Miles, Huberman, and Saldafia (2014), Stake (2006), and Yin (2014).

Chapters Four, Five, and Six present the central findings of this dissertation
related to the research questions and arguments described above. Chapter Four addresses
the first research question: what are the implicit and explicit theories of practice that
guide teacher education at the Sposato Graduate School of Education? In order to answer
this question, I describe what the core dispositions, primary motivating interests, and
essential actions of teacher preparation at Sposato were in order to articulate the
underlying theory of practice present at Sposato. This analysis was conducted using the
Bourdieu (1977, 1990) frameworks I discuss in Chapter Two. Since I found a single,
dominant theory of practice present at Sposato across all levels of the teacher preparation
program including candidates, I demonstrate in this chapter how this single, dominant
theory of practice was constructed and maintained as part of the Sposato “habitus.” I then
draw on the first of Hammerness’s (2006, 2010, 2013) three qualities of effective teacher
preparation programs — coherence — to make sense of the Sposato theory of practice and
the implications of this internally coherent theory of practice as a model of teacher
preparation.

I argue in Chapter Four that Sposato insiders valued and achieved internal
program coherence because they assumed coherence would help them to create an

effective teacher preparation program. But coherence was achieved at the cost of
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eliminating from their model of teacher preparation and theory of practice dissenting
viewpoints. This had the further effect of reinforcing rather than challenging or refining
the a priori assumptions Sposato insiders had about the problems of the persistent
achievement gap and the lack of highly qualified, effective teachers in urban schools, as
well as their assumptions about how a teacher preparation program should be designed to
address these problems.

Chapters Five and Six each address, in part, the third research question: How do
administrators, staff, faculty, coaches, and candidates conceptualize the goals and
purposes of the practice of teacher education at Sposato? The reason for splitting this
research question into two separate analysis chapters has to do with the two overarching
goals Sposato insiders had for their program.

In Chapter Five, I detail the first of these two goals: to show that a new way of
preparing effective rookie teachers was in fact possible. I demonstrate that the reason
Sposato leaders thought a new way of doing teacher preparation was necessary was
because of their assumption that traditional teacher education had not done enough to
teach teacher candidates to be effective in real classrooms with real students. Sposato, in
their mind, served as a “revolutionary proof point” in the field of teacher preparation,
implementing a teacher preparation curriculum inherently designed to produce the kinds
of effective teachers Sposato leaders assumed could enter classrooms and have an
immediate impact on student learning. I draw on the second of Hammerness’s (2006,
2010, 2013) three qualities of effective teacher preparation programs — curriculum — to
make sense of what the Sposato curriculum was designed to do and what the implications

of this enactment were.
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I argue in Chapter Five that Sposato leaders were able to achieve this goal and
demonstrate that a new way of conducting teacher preparation was in fact possible.
However, I also show that this “revolutionary approach” to teacher preparation was built
on a narrow “moves-based epistemology” of teacher effectiveness. This epistemological
stance limited the definition of what kinds of knowledge and practice actually matter in
teaching to the view that teachers’ knowledge and practice should only be focused on
having demonstrable impact on student learning. I show the ways in which this
epistemology of teacher effectiveness reduced the purpose of teaching to instrumental
ends. Even though the Sposato curriculum was explicitly practice-based, following
contemporary trends in the design of effective teacher preparation curricula (Forzani,
2014), their approach to practice-based teacher preparation was far more technical and
linear than other practice-based approaches which account for a more complicated or
complex view of the teaching profession. This practice-based approach had the further
consequence of preparing candidates to only be effective curricular implementers and
instructional technicians.

In Chapter Six, I detail the second overarching goal Sposato insiders had for their
program: to prepare new teachers to be effective in “No Excuses” schools. I demonstrate
that Sposato insiders, because of the affiliation of the Sposato program to “No Excuses”
schools, worked specifically and exclusively within the context of high-achieving, high-
poverty charter schools. I show that the reason for this exclusive context-specific
relationship was in large part due to the equity and social justice goal