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Good Morning, Commissioner Wentzell, Chairman Taylor, Vice Chair Hopkins-Staten, 

and esteemed members of the State Board of Education. My name is Michele Ridolfi O’Neill, 

and I am the Educational Issues Specialist for the CEA. One of my responsibilities is working 

with aspiring educators from different universities from across the state and nation, and I can 

tell you that Connecticut’s teacher preparation programs educate some of the best and 

brightest.  

 

I have attended your monthly meetings for the past five years and have heard members 

of this Board express their concerns with the state’s achievement and opportunity gaps, the 

type of preparation our pre-service educators receive, and the need to recruit the most capable 

and knowledgeable of candidates to the profession—and perhaps more importantly, retain 

them. That’s why I was dismayed to learn that this Board is considering approving an 

application by Relay Graduate School of Education—a program that has been denied the 

opportunity to operate in states like California and Pennsylvania due to its lack of adherence to 

their educational standards, heavy focus on standardized test preparation, and lack of 

transparency in regards to its curriculum or teaching staff. Indeed the Board resolution itself 

does not include any particulars about Relay’s program, but simply suffices to state that, after 

two other failed attempts to operate in Connecticut, Relay has addressed concerns to “better 

align” with state standards, competencies, and requirements. However, the ways in which 

Relay has revised its program are not detailed and remain unclear.   

 

After doing research into Relay and talking with people from states where their 

programs were denied, I learned that they do NOT provide an accelerated program, but rather 

an alternate route to certification that does not have to adhere to the same standards as those 

offered by our existing certification programs. I believe this will create separate classes of 



teacher candidates, thus further stratifying our educational system, as Relay graduates’ 

certifications could be seen as being worth less than those obtained through longer, more in-

depth teacher preparation programs, and graduates therefore deemed less desirable to hire.  

 

This is not a system we want for any of our aspiring educators. Dr. Kenneth Zeichner, a 

professor at the University of Washington who has researched Relay and other alternate route 

to certification programs, noted in his written testimony (of which you have a copy), “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.” Dr. Zeichner also expressed deep concerns with Relay’s 

claims of teacher residency, stating, “It is important to understand that a teacher residency 

program as defined by Relay does not reflect the kind of teacher residency programs as defined 

by the National Center for Teacher Residencies and the Learning Policy Institute that involve 

deep partnerships between districts and programs wherein both parties jointly construct the 

curriculum to serve the particular needs of the districts and the local communities in which they 

exist.”  Dr. Zeichner believes, as do those of us who have looked into Relay’s program and seen 

its lack of transparency, that if the State truly wishes to address teacher shortages and related 

inequities in students’ opportunities to learn and learning outcomes, that there are any number 

of universities that could be engaged and encouraged to offer accelerated, not alternative, 

programs that would help grow our own teachers and support these individuals as they embark 

upon careers in their own communities.  

 

Two of the Board’s four promises to students are: Making sure students learn what they 

need to know to succeed in college, career, and life; and giving students access to great 

teachers and school leaders. It is my belief that approving Relay’s application will achieve 

neither of these goals. I urge this Board to look more deeply into Relay’s program, ask their 

representatives the tough questions that need to be asked on behalf of our students and 

aspiring teachers, and carefully consider the decisions of Pennsylvania and California, states in 

which Relay was most recently denied. Thank you.  


