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October 28, 2016 

Dear State Board of Education: 

As you consider the application from Relay Graduate School of Education, an independent 

teacher preparation program not affiliated with a college or university, to operate a teacher education 

program in Connecticut, I want to share information about the major conclusions of my recent policy 

brief on evidence related to the quality of five independent teacher education programs, including 

Relay. My study, “ Independent Teacher Education Programs: Apocryphal Claims, Illusory Evidence,” 

was published in September 2016 by the National Education Policy Center at the University of 

Colorado at Boulder.1 

In my brief, I examined evidence about the quality of Relay’s program.  I concluded, based on 

the data that I examined – internally conducted evaluations and testimonials and a thorough search of 

the published literature on teacher education – that there is no independently vetted evidence 

supporting the claims that are made about the high quality of Relay’s teacher education programs.  I 

also concluded that Relay programs contribute to the inequitable distribution of professionally 

prepared teachers and to the stratification of schooling by race and social class. This second 

conclusion is based on the restricted view of teaching and learning that guides the work Relay does 

with teachers.   

There is clear evidence that the kind of narrow focus on raising student test scores that is 

characteristic of Relay’s programs has been associated with a narrowing of the curriculum and with 

                                                        
1 http://nepc.colorado.edu/publication/teacher-education 
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negative socio-emotional outcomes for students. The teaching and management practices learned by 

teachers in Relay’s certification programs would not be acceptable to (and would likely be outright 

challenged by) families in more economically advantaged communities, where students have greater 

access to professionally trained teachers, less punitive and controlling management practices, and the 

kind of broader and richer curriculum that enables them to interact with knowledge in more 

authentic ways. 

Despite Relay’s claim that research supports the practices taught in their programs – such as 

Doug Lemov’s Teach Like a Champion strategies, which feature prominently in Relay’s curriculum – 

there is no credible research that supports those strategies.  

Relay has recently promoted itself as recruiting more ethnically and racially diverse students 

into their program and has received attention for doing so. While the recruitment of increased 

numbers of candidates of color is a positive development, the real question that Relay should be asked 

to address is, How many of their graduates remain teaching in high-need schools and for how long?  

Relay does not cite any public data on its website about the retention of its teachers generally 

or in high-need schools. I have not seen any evidence that this program, which has been in operation 

since its inception as Teacher U in NYC in 2007, has addressed the teacher attrition in high-need 

schools, which research shows undermines student learning. 

Finally, in recent years Relay has started what it calls teacher residency programs at some of 

its sites. It is important to understand that a teacher residency program as defined by Relay does not 

reflect the kind of teacher residency programs defined by the National Center for Teacher Residencies 

and the Learning Policy Institute – programs that involve deep partnerships between districts, and 

where both parties jointly construct and develop the curriculum to serve the particular needs of the 
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districts and the local communities in which they exist. Relay’s teacher training program is a standard 

model that is brought into different communities, and the local districts and local community 

members who send their kids to the schools in which Relay teachers teach have little voice in shaping 

the program. 

 If your state wants to find new ways to address Connecticut’s teacher shortages and related 

inequities in students’ opportunities to learn and learning outcomes, there are a number of evidence-

based investments that can be made in genuine teacher residency programs, “grow your own” 

programs that support individuals to become qualified to teach in their own communities, and 

teacher induction programs that will stem teacher attrition.   

In my opinion, it would be a big mistake for the state of Connecticut to approve the application 

of Relay to operate a teacher education program. Students living in poverty deserve the same 

professionally prepared teachers as the children living in more economically advantaged 

communities, and they would not have them if Relay is allowed to operate in your state. 

Ken Zeichner 

 

Boeing Professor of Teacher Education 

Member, National Academy of Education



 

 

 


