
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From the Schoolhouse to the Statehouse: 

The Role of Teach For America and Its Alumni in Education Policy 

 

Vikash Reddy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Submitted in partial fulfillment of the 

requirements for the degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy 

under the Executive Committee 

of the Graduate School of Arts and Sciences 

 

 

 

COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY 

2016 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

©2016 

Vikash Reddy 

All rights reserved 



 
 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

From the Schoolhouse to the Statehouse: 

The Role of Teach For America and Its Alumni in Education Policy 

 

 

Vikash Reddy 

 

Teach For America (TFA) is a non-profit whose mission involves addressing and 

eliminating the racial achievement gap in education. To that end, TFA recruits and trains 

thousands of teachers each year, mostly recent college graduates, to spend two years teaching in 

low-income neighborhoods across America. The theory of change publicly espoused by TFA, 

however, includes a second component that is predicated on the notion that participation in TFA 

will be a “transformational experience” for those who join the organization – an experience that 

will turn participants into lifelong advocates for educational equity, and inform and influence 

their future endeavors. While TFA has long been a magnet for controversy, the criticisms have 

come to include the organization’s place in a policy context awash with neoliberal influences. 

Researchers have looked at the impact of TFA teachers on student outcomes with 

increasingly sophisticated research designs, but much less has been written about the second half 

of TFA’s theory of change. Further, while the exploits of TFA and its alumni in policy are 

increasingly the subject of both academic and popular articles, little of this research examines the 

role that the TFA experience is playing in the current work of TFA alumni in policy. 

Using data gathered from 45 semi-structured interviews with TFA alumni who now work 

in public policy, as well as news sources, public statements and press releases from TFA and its 

leadership and other publicly available materials, this dissertation examines the ways in which 

TFA and its alumni are involved in education policy, and how the TFA experience factors into 

the lives and work of these alumni. This study also examines the ways in which TFA and its 

alumni are engaged in matters of charter schools and school choice, teacher evaluation and 



 

accountability, and teacher preparation policy, as well as the ways in which alumni credit their 

TFA experience for influencing their views. Further, this work looks to separate the influences 

that come directly from TFA, such as TFA messaging or TFA-planned events, and those that are 

the result of joining TFA, but that fall outside of TFA’s immediate control. 
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PREFACE 

I first learned about Teach For America (TFA) when I was a freshman at Dartmouth 

College. In a scene that was surely repeating itself in clubs across the campus, and on campuses 

across the country, a sophomore and campus recruiter for TFA, pitched the organization at a 

meeting of the Dartmouth College Young Democrats. I was intrigued, but this was a meeting 

about local politics and all I wanted was information about the Shaheen For Senate campaign, so 

I thought little of it. By my senior year, I had taken the Law School Admissions Test, written a 

personal statement for the Law School Admissions Council, and was getting ready to ask 

professors for letters of recommendation. I harbored high hopes of one day working to fix 

America’s public schools, though I had no idea what that meant. It was then that I thought again 

about the presentation I had seen three years earlier. The autumn after I graduated from 

Dartmouth, as classes started, I entered the classroom not as a student in law school, but as a 

third grade teacher in an elementary school in Brooklyn, NY. Little did I know my initial intrigue 

would turn into a full-fledged fascination. 

Teach For America is a nonprofit organization that asks college graduates to spend two 

years teaching in a low-income neighborhood. Each year, the organization places 3,000-4,000 

new teachers in regions across the country. From early on, TFA has operated a model in which 

large numbers of its members leave the classroom at the conclusion of their two-year 

commitment. Though they leave the classroom, the theory goes, they will not forget the 

experience. The program counts an alumni base of almost 50,000 people in fields that include 

education as well as medicine, journalism, the law, public policy, and many more. In policy, 

there are well-known alumni, like Michelle Rhee who led the Washington, D.C. Public Schools, 

and Dave Levin and Mike Feinberg who founded KIPP – the Knowledge is Power Program. 

There are also lesser-known alumni, however, who hold or have held prominent positions. For 

example, when Arne Duncan, Secretary of Education at the time, wanted to revise the process by 
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which students apply for federal financial aid, then-IRS Commissioner and TFA alum Douglas 

Shulman told him, “You don't know this about me. But I'm a Teach For America alum” (quoted 

in Heitin, 2011). 

As an organization, TFA elicits different reactions from different sets of people. Some 

see it as a noble endeavor, while others call it a Trojan Horse for neoliberal education 

policymakers. The controversy that surrounds TFA is nothing new, but the breadth of the 

criticism has grown as detractors’ wrath has spread to the organization’s influence on American 

education policy and the work of TFA alumni in that space. As I read the criticisms of the 

organization and its alumni, I find myself conflicted. To be sure, there is evidence to support 

these critiques and condemnations. However, I have rarely felt that either side was telling the full 

story, or that my own experiences were well represented by what I was reading. I was sure I was 

not alone. 

Millions of column inches have been written about TFA over the course of its 25-year 

history, and millions of dollars have been spent on research examining the organization. Authors 

have written about the performance of Teach For America’s teachers in the classroom and the 

exploits of its alumni in various fields, but few have focused on the two-year experience itself. 

Further, the materials that do focus on the two-year commitment, the influence of TFA’s central 

structure is discussed far more frequently than the localized, individual contexts in which TFA 

teachers operate. In this dissertation, I focus on ways that program alumni have been influenced 

by their two-year commitments and, to the extent possible, look to distinguish between the first-

order influences, those driven by the organization itself, and the second-order influences, over 

which TFA itself exerts limited control, but which are contingent on participation. 

The lives of TFA teachers are also subject to larger social and political trends. One 

particular trend is the rising influence of neoliberal political ideologies in American policy and 

politics that pre-dates TFA’s founding (Harvey, 2011). Chapter I of this dissertation will discuss 

the larger political sweep of education policymaking over the past half-century, resulting in an 

accountability-heavy policy system in which market dynamics like school choice are finding 
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significant traction. Neoliberalism is not particular to education policy, however. Indeed 

American healthcare policy also bears a distinctly neoliberal bent. The Affordable Care Act, for 

example, aims to ensure that 100 percent of Americans have health insurance, but it does so 

using private insurance companies selling plans in a government-run market place. 

As a TFA alum who is interested in policy, this dissertation is as much “me-search” as it 

is research. Even before embarking on this project, I often thought about my own students and 

their parents, the colleagues alongside whom I taught, and the neighborhood in which I worked. 

The experience shaped and informed my choices in graduate school, from the courses I took to 

the questions I asked, and I have little doubt that I will continue to draw on them in the future. 

This dissertation was motivated by a desire to better understand the ways in which TFA alumni, 

including myself, are influenced by their TFA participation, and the ways in which they think 

about their time in the classroom as they go about their current endeavors in the education policy 

sphere. 

As TFA enters its second quarter-century, there is evidence that the bloom is off the rose. 

The organization is cutting staff from its national office as recruitment declines continue, the 

negative press has risen as critics have become bolder, and the critics are more frequently 

featuring TFA alumni. There is also plenty of evidence, however, that the stories of demise are 

overplayed. Applications to teacher preparation programs have dropped universally (Mead, 

2016), not just at TFA, and TFA’s accumulated assets and reservoir of political support should 

allow it to weather this storm.  

Even if corps sizes are reduced TFA will still add thousands to its ranks each year. While 

many of these new recruits will stay in the classroom, many will follow the paths of those who 

are discussed in the chapters below. This study offers a small insight into their experience, and 

what that experience entails for the political socialization of its participants. 
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I. POLICY AND POLITICAL CONTEXTS 

Education policy at federal, state, and local levels has seen dramatic change over the past 

fifty years, as have the interests and coalitions involved in the education policymaking process. 

A subsystem heavy with policy choices emphasizing loyalty has given way to one that 

emphasizes exit and market dynamics (Fuhrman, 2003; on exit, voice, and loyalty generally, see 

Hirschman, 1970). Additionally, the primary venue for the consideration and adoption of 

education policy has shifted from special-purpose policymaking bodies to general-purpose 

venues where education is one of a number of issues on the agenda (Henig, 2013). The image of 

America’s public schools has also evolved. Whereas educational institutions were once thought 

of being up to the task at hand when given adequate resources, today’s dominant images suggest 

public schools, particularly public schools in low-income areas, as fundamentally incapable of 

adequately educating children to compete in today’s global economy. 

In addition to the dramatic shift in the ideologies and images underpinning public 

education in the United States, the constellation of policymakers in the education policy domain 

has evolved considerably over the fifty years that have passed since the original consideration of 

the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA). Interests and coalitions influential in the 

passage of the ESEA, the most significant federal foray into education to that point, had yielded 

to a newly dominant set of interests by the time No Child Left Behind (NCLB) was enacted in 

2002 (Henig, 2013; McGuinn, 2006a; Vergari, 2007). These coalitions have continued to evolve 

in the decade since. Teachers unions, schools of education, school boards associations, and the 

coterie of liberal interest groups that once dominated the education policymaking process and 

landscape no longer maintain a policy monopoly. Rather, a reform coalition comprising leaders 

of corporate America, private foundations, reform-focused interest groups, various governors of 

both political parties, and the past three presidents of the United States has risen in prominence, 

if not dominance (Henig, 2013; Vergari, 2007). An influential, though controversial, member of 
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this newly dominant policy coalition is Teach For America (“In at the deep end,” 2013; Ravitch, 

2013), which Diane Ravitch (2013) asserts is not just benefitting from the current education 

reform environment, but is in fact one of the primary forces helping to create it.  

While political science scholars have struggled to articulate a single grand definition of 

neoliberalism, the descriptions offered include certain common elements. Among these are an 

emphasis on individual freedom and choice, as well as an emphasis on personal property and 

entrepreneurial freedom; further, where a natural market does not exist, the role of the state is to 

create such a structure (Havey, 2011; Thorson & Lie, 2006). Lipman (2013) asserts that 

neoliberalism is “an ensemble of economic and social policies, forms of governance, and 

discourses and ideologies that promote individual self-interest, unrestricted flow of capital, deep 

reductions in the cost of labor, and sharp retrenchment of the public sphere” (p. 6). 

Colloquial usage of the term neoliberalism in education, however, implies a broader set 

of characteristics associated with the philosophy. In large part, this stems from the ways in which 

numerous authors use the term pejoratively as a “catch-all term of abuse” (Thorsen, 2010, p. 

188), but the term has also come to be used to describe public services that utilized business-like 

structures.  For example, a conceptualization of school accountability wherein “we can hold 

schools’, administrators’, and teachers’ feet to the fire of competition” (Apple, 2004, p. x) would 

fit a tight definition of neoliberal policy since market forces will compel schools to shape up or 

shut down. However, accountability systems that rely on articulated consequences rather than 

declining market shares, are also labeled as neoliberal by critics of such systems (Hursh, 2001).  

Indeed, while school choice fits fairly neatly within the pantheon of neoliberal policy 

alternatives, original proponents and even modern-day champions of charter schools defy the 

neoliberal moniker. Charters were originally supported by Albert Shanker of the UFT, and the 

model enjoys considerable support in areas that would not otherwise be thought of bastions of 

neoliberal support, such as Harlem, New York. It should be noted that the concept supported by 

Shanker was not built around choice, though it did allow for greater degrees of school-level 

autonomy. Further complicating the policy landscape is the way in which neoliberal philosophies 
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cut across party lines in education, creating unlikely partnerships between figures such as George 

W. Bush and Ted Kennedy, or coalitions of supporters that include Barack Obama alongside the 

Walton Family Foundation. 

Teach For America (TFA) primarily recruits high-achieving college seniors to spend at 

least two years teaching in schools in low-income neighborhoods. There is considerable debate 

surrounding the impact of TFA teachers on student achievement and outcomes. Critics fault the 

program for inadequately preparing teachers and then sending them into some of the most 

challenging teaching assignments. Others criticize the high turnover rates among TFA teachers. 

The focus of this study, however, is not the effectiveness or retention rates of TFA teachers. I 

concentrate instead on ways in which TFA and its alumni are engaging in the policymaking 

process in education, and how their TFA experience factors into their current endeavors. 

This dissertation will examine the place of TFA and its alumni in the current education 

reform context and the potential implications of the increasing numbers of TFA alumni in 

positions of power and influence. Within 25 years of its founding, TFA has become one of the 

most prominent groups in the field of education. The organization has an alumni body exceeding 

45,000 as well as assets that exceed $450 million and include roughly $250 million in 

endowment funds, $30 million in non-interest-bearing cash, and $60 million in savings and 

temporary cash investments; Time Magazine has included TFA’s founder and, prominent alumni 

like Michelle Rhee and Kira Orange Jones on its “Most Influential” lists; TFA’s alumni currently 

serve in state legislatures, city councils, and school boards, and they can be found leading state 

and city departments of education, with dozens more working within state and city departments 

of education and leading schools; and the upper-level managers of prominent education 

advocacy organizations list TFA on their resumes more frequently than any other program or 

professional background (Ceronsky, 2012, 2013; Higgins, Robinson, Weiner, & Hess, 2011; 

Kronholz, 2013; Teach For America, 2012a). 
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OVERVIEW OF DISSERTATION 

To better frame the context in which TFA, its alumni, and their policy priorities are 

operating, this initial chapter contains an overview of American education policy priorities and 

policymaking coalitions from the modern education reform era, with a focused look at three 

reform proposals – school choice reforms, teacher selection and preparation reforms, and teacher 

evaluation reforms – that have gained prominence in today’s education policy debate, and that 

have direct salience to TFA. The chapter concludes with the research questions this dissertation 

proposes to address. 

In Chapter II, I describe the history of TFA and its sister organization Leadership for 

Educational Equity (LEE) – a 501(c)(4) organization established in 2007 (Sawchuk, 2014a) to 

help TFA alumni attain policy positions. Given the language TFA uses to situate itself within a 

larger movement for educational equity, I also examine literature relevant to social movements, 

social movement organizations, and social movement participants. Chapter III lays out the 

methodology used to address the questions presented at the end of this chapter. The dissertation 

employs a qualitative methodology that included interviews with 44 TFA alumni who have gone 

on to work on education policy after their TFA commitment, as well as TFA founder and current 

board chair, Wendy Kopp. Sources also include newspaper articles on TFA and TFA alumni in 

policy, as well as public statements by the organization, the organization’s publicly available 

materials such as websites and promotional materials, and TFA’s tax filings. 

The themes that emerge from these data, and that are relevant to the study’s research 

questions are presented in Chapters IV, V, and VI. Chapter IV focuses on alumni reflections 

concerning their time in TFA, discussing their motivation to join TFA, their perceptions of broad 

ways in which the experience has influenced them, their recollections of the challenges they 

faced in their placement schools, ways in which their placement schools functioned effectively, 

and how they felt about their interactions with the teachers union during their TFA years. In 

Chapter V, I use charter schools and school choice, teacher evaluation and accountability, and 
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teacher preparation as three lenses through which to view the influence of TFA participation and 

the ways in which TFA and its alumni consider various policy decisions. Chapter Six VI at 

broader political questions, including the initiatives that TFA and LEE have started, as well as 

their other forms of direct policy advocacy. The chapter also discusses the TFA alumni network, 

and the question of whether a surge of TFA alumni in positions of authority and influence has 

any particular implications for the direction of education policy. 

I summarize these findings, particularly as they relate to questions of TFA’s influence on 

members’ policy preferences, and present some recommendations for TFA and for researchers 

who are examining the organization and its alumni, in Chapter VII. 

AMERICAN EDUCATION POLICY 

Until the 1960s, despite the best efforts of those proposing educational reforms, the 

federal government’s role in public education was limited, and education was not a large part of 

the national political agenda. However, events of the 1950s, most notably the Supreme Court’s 

decision in the landmark Brown v. Board case and Russia’s launch of the Sputnik capsule, 

helped soften the ground for the development of modern American education policy (Davies, 

2007; DeBray-Pelot & McGuinn, 2009; Henig, 2013; McGuinn, 2006a; Ravitch, 1983, 2000). 

While President Eisenhower had become only reluctantly involved with education policy as 

related to desegregation, education policy was still largely the product of local decisions in over 

15,000 school districts (Berkman, 2005; Henig, 2013). Education reformers began to enjoy 

greater success in moving government policy with the Great Society reforms of the 1960s. 

Education reforms of the 1960s and 70s were heavily focused on issues of equity and 

access. The 80s and 90s, in contrast, were characterized by a diminishing focus on inputs and 

access, as standards, outputs, and excellence gained importance. Over the course of the 90s, 

public attention to education as a policy issue rose, with education topping the list of voter 

concerns in the 2000 election cycle. The passage of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) in 
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2002 marked the apex of accountability as the dominant policy goal, and the ensuing years have 

yielded an education policy direction featuring market-based reforms, and a context in which a 

more recently emergent reform coalition has come to enjoy a somewhat dominant position 

(Cohen & Moffitt, 2009; Davies, 2007; Henig, 2013; Ravitch, 2013). It is in this environment 

that TFA and its alumni now operate. 

FROM THE COMMON SCHOOL TO ESEA 

With no mention of education in the Constitution, federal policymakers historically left 

education policy to state and local levels of government. Before the Civil War, legislators and 

other members of the policymaking process proposed reforms to the American educational 

system including increased educational expenditure, increased schooling, and teacher 

development, but the federal government had only dabbled in education policy before the mid-

twentieth century (Cohen & Moffitt, 2009; Cross, 2004; Davies, 2007; Henig, 2013; Kaestle, 

1983, 2007; McGuinn, 2006a; Ravitch, 1983). The Morrill Act of 1862 established land-grant 

colleges. In 1867, the US Office of Education was established with a narrow mandate and 

limited budget. During the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, a growing number of 

states implemented compulsory education laws, with such laws in place in all 50 states by 1918 

(Graham, 1974). The first half of the twentieth century remained relatively quiet in terms of 

federal education efforts. Reforms of the New Deal left education largely untouched, with the 

exception of programs like the GI bill and impact aid for districts struggling to deal with non-

taxed government entities (McGuinn, 2006a). 

Two important events in the 1950s, however, set the stage for a greater governmental role 

in education. First, the Supreme Court’s decision in Brown v. Board itself opened the door to 

federal consideration of educational issues, and the resistance, and even defiance in some states, 

of the Court’s 1954 order put the federal government in the middle of education policy related to 

racial segregation. Second, Russia successfully launched Sputnik I, the first artificial satellite, in 
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1957, thus triggering the earnest start of the space race (NASA, 2007). The launch was used to 

highlight the link between national defense and education, and it became symbolic of the decline 

of America’s schools, which helped create the political exigency required to pass the National 

Defense Education Act (Cross, 2004; Davies, 2007; Hochschild & Scovronick, 2003; Kaestle, 

2007; Kaestle & Lodewick, 2007; McGuinn, 2006a; Ravitch, 2000; Shipps, 2008). More 

generally, the 1950s and 60s saw a general rise in public awareness of various social injustices 

such as suffrage infringements, urban quality of life issues, and sub-par schools in low-income 

neighborhoods, which led to the creation of a political climate more accommodating to reform 

efforts (Guthrie, 1982; McGuinn, 2006a). 

Attempts to inspire federal-level reform efforts in education during the mid-twentieth 

century frequently struggled to overcome three principal obstacles: race, religion, and wariness 

of federal intrusion (Davies, 2007; Kaestle, 2007; McGuinn, 2006a; Ravitch, 1983). Throughout 

the 1950s, Congressman Adam Clayton Powell of Harlem attached anti-segregation amendments 

to bills authorizing federal funding; these amendments amounted to poison-pills, which 

subsequently helped doom legislative efforts at federal education reform (Kaestle, 2007). 

Catholics refused to support any federal aid that did not include private schools, a position 

resisted by the National Education Association (NEA), and proponents of federally-directed 

reform faced staunch resistance from anti-government and states’ rights groups (Cross, 2004; 

McGuinn, 2006a).  

The Civil Rights Act of 1964 contained prohibitions against federal funds going to 

segregated programs, obviating the need for a Powell Amendment. Any legislation, however, 

would still need to consider the preferences of anti-government forces and states’ rights 

proponents, as well as the divergent positions of the NEA and Catholics over funding for private 

schools. Francis Keppel, the US Commissioner of Education, brokered a compromise whereby 

federal aid would be targeted to districts based on the number of poor children in the district 

rather than the number of poor children in district’s public schools. The result of this 
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compromise made 94 percent of school districts eligible to receive ESEA funding (Cross, 2004; 

Davies, 2007; Eidenberg & Morey, 1969; McGuinn, 2006a). 

ESEA AND THE EQUITY ERA 

The concept of equity was central to the reforms contained in ESEA (Kaestle & 

Lodewick, 2007). A major premise of ESEA was that the reforms should respond to the crisis 

amongst poor and minority students, rather than taking the form of broader intervention in 

education. Indeed, underlying ESEA was an image of public education in which most public 

schools were performing adequately, and that most of the problems were to be found in areas of 

high poverty where schools simply needed the appropriate supports to ensure success (Cross, 

2004; McGuinn, 2006b). Little attention was paid to teacher development or accountability, as 

administrators were preoccupied with mandates from school boards and their own budgets 

(Hochschild & Scovronick, 2003). As Samuel Halperin, a senior staff member at the Department 

of Health Education and Welfare, whose responsibilities included working with the White House 

on the passage of ESEA, recalled: 

In 1965, everyone had a naïve view of education. We felt, in the words of 
Senator Wayne Morse, educators were all good people and that all you needed to 
do was give them some tools and some dollars and good things would happen. 
Not much thought was given on how to assess what they had done; it was 
assumed that the right thing would happen. (Halperin, quoted in Cross, 2004, 
p. 31) 

President Johnson and his advisors knew, however, that America’s school systems could 

not meet the educational challenges inherent in the Great Society agenda, nor could they bear the 

cost of the actions required to meet these demands (Corcoran & Goertz, 2005; McGuinn, 2006a). 

Initial concerns over state education bureaucracies’ capacity to administer ESEA funds prompted 

Commissioner Keppel to include the strengthening of state departments of education as a parallel 

goal of ESEA (Vinovskis, 2009). 

Access and equity remained the dominant themes in education reform through the 1970s, 

manifested primarily in campaigns for more equitable distribution of educational funding, efforts 



 

 

9 

to introduce bilingual education, and lobbying for access for students with disabilities. The 

Bilingual Education Act of 1968 grew out of the War on Poverty, marking a shift away from a 

sink-or-swim mentality to one which attempted to include language minorities in classrooms 

with native English speakers (Hochschild & Scovronick, 2003; Ovando, 2003). The Individuals 

with Disabilities in Education Act (IDEA) followed a similar trajectory, achieving passage in 

1975 (Hochschild & Scovronick, 2003). 

Litigation around matters of segregation continued after the Supreme Court’s decision in 

Brown v. Board of Education (1954), with several cases making it to the Supreme Court in the 

decades that followed. The Court declared choice an unacceptable rationale for segregation in  

Green v. County School Board of New Kent County (1968); in Swann v. Charlotte-Mecklenberg 

(1970) the Court allowed for busing as a desegregation remedy; and Milliken v. Bradley I (1974) 

severely limited the ability of district courts to impose cross-district remedies to inequities, 

though Milliken v. Bradley II (1977) allowed for the targeting of additional funding to districts 

where harm had been established. The equity theme was also evident in cases on education 

finance. Though the Supreme Court could find no guarantee in the US Constitution for equitable 

educational funding (San Antonio Independent School District v. Rodriguez, 1973), cases filed in 

state courts found traction on equity grounds through this era (Rebell, 2009). 

A NATION AT RISK AND THE EXCELLENCE ERA 

The education policy regime established by ESEA proved quite durable over the twenty 

years following the Act’s original authorization, but Washington power alignments were 

beginning to shift in the 1980s. The publication of A Nation At Risk also challenged ESEA’s 

underlying policy paradigm and the consensus around it, creating a new image of public 

education and called policymakers to action (DeBray-Pelot & McGuinn, 2009; Hess & 

McGuinn, 2002; McGuinn, 2006a, 2006b; Shipps, 2008). According to this new image, schools 

were not producing the outcomes required for the nation to remain competitive economically, but 
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proposed reforms still tended to emphasize inputs and assumed that schools as constituted could 

handle the task (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983). The development of 

this image did not eliminate concerns over equity. Instead, they helped shift the emphasis from 

the equitable distribution of resources to equitable achievement and academic growth. 

A Nation at Risk declared that America’s schools were beset by a “rising tide of 

mediocrity” (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983), and contributed to a 

sense that American public education was in a state of peril (Vinovskis, 2009). Indeed the initial 

reaction of Terrell Bell (1988), Reagan’s Secretary of Education, involved using the report to 

induce another Sputnik moment, calling for “an equally strong spur” (p. 115) to improve 

American academic performance. The report stressed the need for excellence, marking the 

beginning of a period in which concerns over equity and access no longer dominated the 

education reform discourse. 

Multiple reform-focused movements emerged in the years following A Nation at Risk, 

beginning with the general call for excellence in education coming from the report itself. The 

authors of A Nation at Risk identified five broad recommendations covering: (a) stronger 

graduation requirements, including four years of English, and three years of math, science, and 

social studies; (b) higher expectations and standards of achievement; (c) additional instructional 

time through longer days and/or years; (d) better-prepared, better-supported teachers; and 

(e) better school-based leadership and financial support (National Commission on Excellence in 

Education, 1983). 

Efforts to implement these recommendations at the district and school levels tended to 

involve substantial direction from state-level actors. Alongside only modest achievement gains, 

this top-down reform engendered a backlash amongst those who wished for greater local control 

(Fuhrman, 2003; Schwartz, 2003; Vinovskis, 2009). This backlash fueled a restructuring 

movement focused on encouraging bottom-up reforms whose proponents were willing to take on 

greater accountability in return for greater school-based autonomy. The National Governors 
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Association released a report in 1986 calling for fewer federal regulations in exchange for better 

results from schools and school districts (Cross, 2004). 

Opposition to federal education spending on the part of the Reagan White House, shared 

by a Republican controlled Senate, and a public not likely to rate education as a highly pressing 

national issue forestalled the development of a new education regime (DeBray-Pelot & 

McGuinn, 2009; McGuinn, 2006b; Vinovskis, 2009). However, broader political trends favoring 

neoliberal approaches to policy – in particular policy approaches that prioritized competition, 

efficiency, and local control – were gaining prominence as concerns over America’s economic 

prospects were growing, and renewed attention was being paid to the link between national 

economic health and the nation’s schools (Ellison, 2016; Harvey, 2011; Klaf & Kwan, 2010; 

Vinovskis, 2009). 

In 1990, John E. Chubb and Terry Moe published their influential book Politics, Markets, 

and America’s Schools. The authors placed substantial blame for underperformance of 

America’s public schools on the democratic control of public schools and the bureaucracy that 

supported it, arguing that educational delivery mechanisms would be much more responsive to 

private interests than top-down control. Their arguments acknowledge the public-good aspect of 

education, however, and their recommendations rely on the government to fund the vouchers, 

supply information with which families could make decisions, and provide transportation options 

for students selecting schools outside of their household vicinity. 

Around the time of TFA’s founding in the late 1980s, two policy frameworks and 

theories of action were emerging. In one, educational improvements, system efficiency, and 

especially accountability were beginning to eclipse compliance with fiscal and programmatic 

requirements as the emphases of Title I of ESEA, under the premise that greater standardization 

of goals, accompanied by accountability would yield more effective instruction (Jennings, 1991; 

Kaestle & Lodewick, 2007; Klaf & Kwan, 2010). This view was exemplified by then-chairman 

of the NGA, Lamar Alexander, who asserted that governors were prepared for “some old-

fashioned horse-trading,” rolling back onerous regulations in exchange for greater accountability 
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(Alexander, 1986; National Governors’ Association, 1986). By the early 1990s, proponents of 

market-based solutions in education, largely comprising conservative groups and Republican 

politicians, were beginning to find traction, most visibly through the charter school movement 

(Kaestle & Lodewick, 2007), and the test data that came with the nascent accountability 

movement was being used as initial evidence that ESEA’s impact on schools in high-poverty 

neighborhoods was limited (DeBray, 2006). 

The movement for standards-based reforms, which started gaining steam in the early 

1990s, was able to bring these two competing frameworks together. State-level policymakers 

could determine the broader direction for education, while schools and teachers could determine 

their individual routes (Corcoran & Goertz, 2005; Cross, 2004; Fuhrman, 2003). Underlying this 

regime were philosophies most closely aligned with business mentalities, and resultant policy 

tended to push concepts involving “individual responsibility, parental choice, efficiency, 

accountability, quality control, and the student as consumer” (Klaf & Kwan, 2010). Such 

priorities reflect concurrent reform trends in the business community, which was emphasizing 

greater flexibility for teams and flatter management systems (Fuhrman, 2003). The creation of 

educational standards also attracted the support of politicians who could offer rhetorical support 

for high standards for all students (Hochschild & Scovronick, 2003), which helped create a 

context in which equity could be redefined in terms of high achievement for all students, rather 

than equitable spending distributions. 

The shift from equity to excellence was mirrored by a shift in outcomes in the courts. 

Courts were no longer finding for those who pursued claims based on equity, but cases that 

utilized standards to show that children were being denied a minimum level of education were 

gaining traction (Rebell, 2009). Such cases involved state constitutions that guaranteed an 

“adequate” education (Georgia), a “sound basic education” (New York), a “thorough and 

efficient” education (New Jersey), or some variant thereof (Rebell, 2009). 



 

 

13 

GOALS 2000 AND THE IMPROVING AMERICA’S SCHOOLS ACT 

“Establishing Tough Standards,” for which a sub-goal was the creation of national 

standards and national assessments, was one of five major goals included in the Clinton/Gore 

education platform. Other goals included “Reforming Our Schools,” which included additional 

Title I monies, additional flexibility for districts and schools, and a system of public school 

choice (Clinton & Gore, 1992). Clinton’s first-term education policy efforts, however, were 

constrained as a result of his administration’s early budget battles and the infamous failure of his 

healthcare initiative (DeBray, 2006; McGuinn, 2006a). 

The administration’s initial proposal, Goals 2000, was largely built on President George 

H. W. Bush’s America 2000 proposal and called for the creation of voluntary national standards 

and accompanying assessments; such bipartisan beginnings, however, belied the controversy 

around a set of proposals that would dramatically increase the role of the federal government in 

education through its involvement in the creation of those standards (McGuinn, 2006a; 

Vinovskis, 2009). America 2000 had been premised on the idea that schools did not need 

additional inputs; rather, higher standards would take the place of additional resources in Bush’s 

original framework (McGuinn, 2006a). 

The Goals 2000 policy shift towards accountability over additional inputs was mirrored 

in other administration policy. Highlighting the way in which accountability could be employed 

in service of equity-related goals, President Clinton proposed a significant shift in ESEA policy 

as the Act came up for reauthorization in 1994, arguing that students in Title I schools should be 

expected to make academic progress and held to the same standards as other children in their 

own state (DeBray, 2006; McGuinn, 2006a). ESEA, originally passed with the goals of directing 

federal money to schools with poor children and raising the achievement of these students, 

would now prioritize the accelerated development and adoption of state standards and 

accountability systems, in addition to performance-based accountability for schools and districts 

(Manna, 2011). 
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Though the Republicans had won a commanding victory in the 1994 mid-term elections, 

their efforts to roll back education reforms were met with limited success. Beyond the 

elimination of what Chester Finn referred to as the more “obnoxious features” of Goals 2000, 

Republicans came up short in their quest to eliminate the Department of Education, Goals 2000, 

or any other significant piece of policy machinery; failed to block grant funding, create voucher 

programs; and had succeeded only in being labeled as anti-education rather than anti-big-

government (Finn, 1996). 

The presidential election of 1996 featured Bill Clinton running for reelection against 

Senator Bob Dole, the Republican Senate Majority Leader from Kansas. Clinton made education 

a significant issue, while the Dole campaign featured it less heavily (McGuinn, 2006a; 

Vinovskis, 2009). The Republican Convention in 1996 reversed the position taken four years 

earlier, calling again for the elimination of the Department of Education and the repeal of Goals 

2000 (Cross, 2004; Vinovskis, 2009). 

Following Dole’s unsuccessful presidential run, the Republican Party softened its 

opposition to the very existence of a federal Department of Education. They then adopted the 

argument that money alone would not get the job done without standards and accountability, and 

advocated for the block granting of existing and additional funding. The additional attention 

being paid to inputs, however, rankled the more conservative elements of the party’s base 

(McGuinn, 2006a). 

The waves of reform offered during this period shared three broad themes that 

characterize education reform during the birth of the excellence regime. First, they employed a 

focus on the overall quality of the educational system rather than access for minorities. Second, 

they emphasized accountability. Finally, these waves of reform tended to increase the size of the 

education sector (Fuhrman, 2003). 
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NCLB AND THE ACCOUNTABILITY ERA 

By the 2000 presidential election, education ranked as a top voter concern, and then-

Texas Governor George W. Bush spent considerable campaign resources trumpeting the so-

called “Texas Miracle” while he was running for president (Leung, 2004). As governor of Texas, 

Bush’s education policies emphasized accountability for schools, and he spoke of the state’s 

accountability system as the mechanism through which all Texas children were receiving an 

adequate education (McGuinn, 2006a). Bush’s education plan, and the Texas experience on 

which it was built, became the backbone of NCLB. As this was taking place, TFA was emerging 

from its tumultuous early years, and, as will be further discussed in Chapters II and VI, the 

organization was beginning to find its feet in the policy world. 

If the original passage of ESEA established educational equity as a national goal for 

which federal funds could be appropriated (Kaestle & Lodewick, 2007), NCLB firmly enshrined 

educational accountability as a national goal, without which federal funds could not be 

appropriated. Senator Robert Kennedy had to work with administration officials to include some 

form of oversight for programs receiving ESEA funds, reportedly telling Commissioner Keppel 

that “we really ought to have some evaluation in there, and some measurement as to whether any 

good is happening” (Cross, 2004, p. 29; Davies, 2007; Manna, 2011). Accountability was the 

hallmark of NCLB, with Robert Kennedy’s words weighing on his younger brother Edward 

Kennedy in 2001 as the latter played a pivotal role in the crafting and passage of NCLB (Cross, 

2004). However, equity was certainly still part of the picture. The formula for the allocation of 

federal assistance maintained aid to poorer areas, and NCLB’s testing mandates required states, 

districts, and schools to disaggregate test score data by racial and ethnic subgroups. In this 

regard, accountability reforms find favor among more traditionally conservative policymakers 

looking for efficiency and effective use of resources, as well as those with more traditionally 

liberal tendencies who can support systems that lay bare the inequities in the system. 
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Accountability reforms are built around an image of public schools as capable of 

executing their mandate, but lacking the motivation to do so. Additional resources were not 

necessary; instead, being held accountable for the use of existing resources would motivate 

teachers, administrators, and students to perform better. Systems resulting from NCLB pressures 

do not simply monitor expenditures, rather, they are heavily focused on measures of student 

learning and progress, and they contain fairly tight parameters for schools and districts falling 

short of their targets (Cibulka & Derlin, 1998; Dougherty, Reddy, & Natow, 2013; Fuhrman & 

Elmore, 2004). Students in schools not meeting their Annual Yearly Progress goals (AYP) are 

guaranteed the right to transfer to another school that is in good standing (Manna, 2011), 

inducing market-like forces that should, in theory, prompt failing schools to better execute their 

missions. Beyond offering choices to families with students in failing schools, NCLB’s 

accountability requirements for schools not meeting AYP include the requirements that schools 

set money aside for teacher professional development, provide supplemental education services 

for students, extend instructional time, and adopt research-based curricula (Dougherty et al., 

2013; Manna, 2011). 

Concurrently, education policymakers were coming to emphasize subject matter mastery 

as a desirable trait for teachers, where pedagogical training had previously been a more 

important trait. This culminated in the inclusion of a mandate that all teachers be highly qualified 

in the NCLB law. According to the mandate, all classroom teachers should have (1) a bachelor’s 

degree, (2) state certification, and (3) demonstrated content mastery (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2005). 

During the years following NCLB’s passage, a major state-level focus involved creating 

standards and assessments on which the law’s implementation was predicated. Without these 

basic tools, there could be no definition of AYP, and no way to measure it. The states’ rights 

bent of NCLB’s core supporters, combined with a potential lack of capacity at the federal level 

to create and administer a nation-wide program of standards and assessments ensured that state 

governments and agencies would be required to do much of the heavy-lifting and decision-
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making, though purer conservatives still perceived too much federal intrusion for their liking 

(Manna, 2006, 2011). Standards remain a cornerstone of federal education policy, though after 

the turbulence that accompanied the Obama administration’s support for the Common Core State 

Standards, Congress severely limited the authority of the US Secretary of Education to interfere 

with state-level decisions on the rigor or content of their educational standards (A. Klein, 2015a). 

Market-based reforms, including charter schools and strong accountability policies, have also 

found favor with the Obama administration.  

Despite the fact that NCLB’s reauthorization was due in 2007, the politics of Washington 

D.C. made such action all but impossible throughout much of the Obama presidency. As such, 

the administration’s efforts were primarily focused on ways in which the Department of 

Education could leverage the capacity and strength it already had. Led in this area by Secretary 

of Education Arne Duncan, the administration used two policy instruments to great effect. The 

first was Race to the Top, which awarded a limited amount of money – just $4.35 billion 

appropriated as part of the 2009 American Recovery and Reinvestment Act – to states in a 

competitive grant process. State applications were judged based six criteria, which included a 

state-level commitment to the reforms discussed in the state’s application, the adoption of 

statewide standards and assessments, the creation and use of longitudinal data systems, plans for 

teacher and school-leader development and accountability, protocols for intervention in the 

lowest-achieving schools and districts within the state, and the state’s context for reform 

including its support for charter schools (Dillon, 2009; Spring, 2014; U.S. Department of 

Education, 2009). 

The second lever employed by the Obama administration involved issuing waivers that 

exempted states from the strict accountability prescriptions in NCLB if they filed an acceptable 

alternative with the federal Department of Education (Dougherty et al., 2013; Spring, 2014). The 

primary requirements for obtaining a waiver included the adoption of college- and career-

readiness standards, similar to the requirements for Race to the Top grants, proposals for the 



 

 

18 

implementation of accountability systems for teachers and principals that incorporate student 

growth measures, and proposals for the reduction of administrative burdens (Riddle, 2012). 

Late in 2015, Congress passed the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), which updated 

and reauthorized provisions of NCLB and also rendered NCLB waivers null and void before the 

start of the 2016-2017 academic year (A. Klein, 2016). There are a number of ways in which the 

new law differs from the old law, but few of these differences apply to the accountability 

paradigm that underlies the law. ESSA does fundamentally alter the dynamic between the federal 

government and the states, devolving considerable authority and discretion to state education 

leaders (A. Klein, 2016). In a rebuke to the Obama administration, ESSA expressly prohibits the 

Department of Education from favoring any particular set of standards, but states are still 

required to have college- and career-readiness standards, assessments for students in grades three 

through eight, accountability plans and systems that incorporate more than only subject-test 

scores, and intervention plans for schools in the bottom five percent as measured by standardized 

test performance (A. Klein, 2015b, 2016; Layton, 2015). While ESSA shifts federal policy, the 

shift is related to governance and federalism rather than ideologies of education. Indeed 

proponents note that the bill attempts to preserve NCLB’s underlying spirit; given the latitude 

afforded to state policymakers, it is conceivable that many educators will feel little change as the 

era of accountability continues (Layton, 2015; Wong, 2015). 

AMERICAN EDUCATION REFORM – DOMINANT ACTORS AND INTEREST 

GROUPS 

The coalitions that have dominated the education policy space have shifted substantially 

since the expansion of the governmental, and particularly federal, role in education policy. 

Groups like the teachers unions and collective associations of administrators and government 

officials lost sway as business coalitions and conservative interest groups gained influence. In 

this section, I discuss organizations and actors who have occupied influential space, and 
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important events that resulted in coalition changes and replacements. I come back to the issues of 

school choice, teacher preparation and selection, and teacher accountability to discuss ways in 

which TFA and its alumni are operating in the education policy realm. 

By the mid-1950s, there were 110 national educational associations or interest groups, 

but they were dominated by the “Big Six.” The Big Six was a group comprising the American 

Association of School Administrators, the National Congress of Parents and Teachers, the 

National School Boards Association, the National Association of State School Boards, the 

Council of Chief State School Officers, and led by the NEA (Bartot, 2000; Kaestle, 2007; Kirst 

& Wirt, 2009; Schuchat, 1972). The sector was organized hierarchically; the NEA was the 

“peak” organization with which 43 percent of other educational associations, including other 

members of the Big Six, were formally affiliated. New groups arriving on the scene were 

frequently created by either the NEA or the American Council on Education, the peak 

association for higher education groups. Founded in 1857, the NEA was also the longest-

standing educational association, and it had particular advantages of size and location in 

influencing the national policy debate (Bartot, 2000). The NEA’s prominence helped foster a 

close relationship with the federal Office of Education, and in 1958, the outgoing US 

Commissioner of Education became a vice president of the NEA. The existence of a revolving 

door between government service and interest group employment was not unique, but the 

relationship went far enough that the White House frequently consulted the association in the 

selection of an Education Commissioner (Kaestle, 2007). 

THE GREAT SOCIETY AND BEYOND 

The organizations led by the NEA, in particular those representing state education 

authorities, along with the American Federation of Teachers (AFT) constituted the dominant 

coalition in the original ESEA debate (DeBray-Pelot & McGuinn, 2009), and the interest groups 

maintained a largely united front in support of the legislation (Guthrie, 1982). 
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The hurdles to education policy discussed earlier, often referred to as the three ‘R’s – 

Race, Religion, and Reds (referring to the communists, a label which was also applied to those 

who favored federal action) –  helped ensure that, prior to the passage of ESEA, federal 

education agencies and Congressional committees were also relatively poorly developed (Cross, 

2004; Kaestle, 2007). As such, the Johnson Administration was able to exert an enormous 

amount of control over the drafting of the legislation (Guthrie, 1982), even though the White 

House had concerns over the US Office of Education’s ability to implement the law (Cross, 

2004). 

The Democratic and Republican parties traded occupancy of the White House over the 

late sixties and seventies, but policy proposals from the executive branch during this time 

deviated little from the framework established by ESEA (Cross, 2004; Davies, 2007; McGuinn, 

2006a). The general distrust that characterizes periods of divided government was exacerbated 

by Nixon’s budget impoundment maneuvers, and legislative language emerging from Congress 

grew increasingly prescriptive (Cross, 2004). 

While the presidency changed hands, Democrats held a majority in the House of 

Representatives between 1955 and 1995, and Representative Carl D. Perkins, Democratic 

Congressman from Kentucky, chaired the House Committee on Education and the Workforce 

from 1967 until 1984 (Education and the Workforce Committee, 2013). The structure of the 

House Committee on Education and Labor began to change shape during the early 1960s. 

Whereas the committee previously relied on temporary subcommittees for detailed work, by 

1961, the committee had nine permanent subcommittees, allowing subcommittee members to 

develop expertise in particular segments of the domain, including education issues (Bartot, 2000; 

Fenno, 1973). Democrats also controlled the Senate for all but six years between 1955 and 1995. 

From the early 1960s until the 2000 election, education tended to be a signature issue for 

Democratic politicians, particularly Democratic presidential nominees (Cross, 2004; McGuinn, 

2006a). Further, the national organizations of the dominant education interest groups through this 

era overwhelmingly favored Democratic candidates (DeBray-Pelot & McGuinn, 2009). This 
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dynamic was evident at the peak of NEA power when Jimmy Carter made good on a campaign 

pledge to create the US Department of Education, a major win for the NEA (McGuinn, 2006a). 

Even though responsibility for the provision of education had been viewed largely as a local 

prerogative, state-level authorities and bureaucracies tended to be poorly developed. State 

policymakers limited their direction to matters of funding and the creation of local districts, but 

the burgeoning federal involvement, federal funding to build state agency capacity, and 

increasing state spending on education helped to grow and strengthen state-level education 

bureaucracies (Corcoran & Goertz, 2005; Vinovskis, 2009). Democrats and Republicans were at 

loggerheads during this period, as Republicans were running on traditionally conservative 

policies that sought to roll back the governmental role in education, and Democrats favored a 

more activist approach with greater resources and a greater federal role in promoting equity, 

resulting in little policy movement (DeBray-Pelot & McGuinn, 2009; McGuinn, 2006a). Further, 

the strengthening of education bureaucracies, the relative political stability in Congress, and the 

mutual policy preferences of the education-related interest groups helped ensure the direction of 

federal policy changed little in the decades immediately following ESEA’s passage. 

MORNING IN AMERICA 

The election of 1980 helped initiate the page-turning that began in the 1980s, as Ronald 

Reagan trounced Jimmy Carter in the Electoral College count, and Republicans picked up 12 

Senate seats and 35 House seats, giving them a majority in the upper chamber, though not the 

lower. During the 1980s, governors were increasingly directing their political capital towards 

education policy debates, and President Reagan’s antipathy towards federal involvement in 

education, as well as his focus on issues like school prayer rather than the recommendations in A 

Nation at Risk, created a climate in which state-level policy makers began taking the lead on 

matters of education (Alexander, 1986; Bell, 1988; Henig, 2013; Schwartz, 2003; Spring, 2011). 
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The Reagan White House, rather than fight the findings of A Nation At Risk, used the 

report as evidence that federal involvement in education had not raised school quality, and the 

president referenced the report to inspire action on the part of state and local actors (Davies, 

2007; McGuinn, 2006a). Indeed, the growing role of governors in education politics would 

eventually lead the NGA to create a standing committee on education in 2003 (Richard, 2003; 

Spring, 2011). Within 15 months of the publication of A Nation at Risk, more than 250 

state-level task forces and committees had been created to address all aspects of the report’s 

findings and recommendations (Schwartz, 2003). 

The Reagan administration had some success in rolling back federal involvement in 

education, but support for ESEA in Congress proved robust enough to resist the White House 

efforts to fund vouchers and dismantle the Department of Education; state education agencies, 

teachers unions, parents groups, and a coterie of special interests were able to help protect a good 

deal of what they had previously gained (McGuinn, 2006a). Further, Congressman Carl Perkins 

saw it as his duty to protect the programs of the New Deal and used his power as Chairman of 

the House Committee on Education and Labor to defend ESEA and subsequent initiatives from 

the axe (Davies, 2007). 

The contours of the debate around standards demonstrated the tension between equity and 

accountability that would become more familiar as the accountability drumbeat intensified. 

Democrats argued that content-based educational standards needed to be accompanied by 

opportunity to learn standards which could gauge whether schools were affording students an 

equitable opportunity to meet the standards, while Republicans insisted that accountability for 

results was required before schools would improve (Schwartz, 2003). 

In contrast to his predecessor, George H.W. Bush wanted to be an education president, 

bringing the issue up twice as often as Reagan had done (McGuinn, 2006a). Bush, however, 

would face a Republican base that, not long before, had supported Reagan’s attempt to shutter 

the Department of Education; a recession, deficit, and campaign pledge against raising taxes; a 

Congress controlled by Democrats who were friendly to the unions; and an agenda dominated by 
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foreign affairs. (McGuinn, 2006a). Neither Bush nor Democratic presidential nominee Michael 

Dukakis had been particularly bold on education during the 1988 campaign, but Democrats 

gutted Bush’s proposal to Congress, which itself had not strayed far from a generally cautious 

agenda, as they prioritized their own favored programs. 

In 1989, the very year in which Kopp was writing her senior thesis, then-President Bush 

convened a summit in Charlottesville, VA. In attendance were cabinet members, all of whom 

were required to be present, and governors, of whom only Rudy Perpich of Minnesota did not 

attend (Cross, 2004). The only members of Congress who were invited were those from Virginia, 

and no educators were invited (Cross, 2004). A principal outcome of this summit was a 

statement in support of creating a national set of goals for education, a statement primarily 

crafted and negotiated by then-Governor Bill Clinton (Cross, 2004). Clinton had chaired the 

NGA committee that wrote Time For Results and was part of the initial wave of self-styled 

education governors (Schwartz, 2003). This statement called for national education goals 

relevant to school readiness, student achievement on test scores, dropout reduction, functional 

literacy of all Americans, workforce readiness, teacher supply, technology in the classroom, and 

school safety. Additionally, the statement called for greater accountability, greater 

decentralization of authority, rigorous curricula, well-trained teachers, and the active 

involvement of the business community (Bush, 1989). 

Though consensus was forged in Charlottesville, political coalitions were showing signs 

of wear during the 1990s. As Bush struggled with the more conservative elements of his party 

during his reelection fight, Bill Clinton was laying the ground work for a political “third way” 

(McGuinn, 2006a, p. 79), which eventually yielded the “New Democrats” coalition. Indeed, 

during the 1992 campaign, Clinton discussed the “need to overhaul America’s public education 

system from top to bottom” (p. 80). In doing so Clinton broke from the traditional liberal 

antidotes of resource provision to endorse reforms that included charter schools, public school 

choice, standards, and testing. Though Clinton attempted to draw contrasts with Bush, the story 

is one of remarkable policy overlap between the candidates (Cross, 2004; McGuinn, 2006a). In 
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discussing the elements of Clinton’s politics that sound somewhat more Republican in nature, a 

member of his domestic policy team commented: “If you are a southern governor, then you will 

have to convince a reluctant electorate to pony up for educational improvements, and you’re not 

going to be able to do that unless you set up an accountability system that demonstrates 

quantitatively a return on investment” (Galston, quoted in McGuinn, 2006a, p. 85). 

Further, by the time of the 1992 presidential election, the focus of education reform 

discussions were shifting from civil rights to economic development (McGuinn, 2006a). This 

shift, in part, forced civil rights organizations and teachers unions to lean hard on Democratic 

members of Congress as Clinton pushed for Goals 2000, even as Democrats were under pressure 

to help Clinton out with a win on an important signature issue (Cross, 2004; McGuinn, 2006a). 

The coalition behind Goals 2000 also included moderate Republicans who felt compelled to back 

a Bush-led attempt to reorient education policy towards an output-focus, a legislative branch that 

had been largely left out of an education policy domain dominated by the President, various 

governors, and business leaders who saw the bill as a vehicle for workforce development 

(McGuinn, 2006a). 

CONTRACT WITH AMERICA 

The Contract with America was the campaign platform adopted by the Republican Party 

in 1994 as Newt Gingrich led them to the Republican Revolution. In the Senate, Republicans 

picked up eight seats, returning the upper chamber to Republican control, but the big news was 

in the US House of Representatives, where Republicans picked up 54 seats and took the 

Speaker’s gavel for the first time in forty years. The Southern Realignment had been chipping 

away at the Democratic coalition throughout the seventies and eighties, but by the early nineties 

Southern Republicans like Texas Congressman Tom Delay, Georgia Congressman Newt 

Gingrich, and Mississippi Senator Trent Lott, all of whom espoused a brand of conservatism to 

the right of the theretofore dominant strains of the Republican party, were rising to leadership 
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positions in Congress (DeBray, 2006). Additionally, the correlation between issue preference and 

party ID was strengthening as state entities began to draw a growing number of congressional 

districts to create seats which were either safely Republican or safely Democratic, thus 

increasing the likelihood of partisan conflict (DeBray, 2006). 

A strongly conservative bent, including an antipathy to federal policy in education, 

marked policy proposals emanating from the new majority. Republican attacks on education 

funding and their continued assault on the existence of the Department of Education, however, 

were out of line with public opinion. Indeed, cuts to both education funding and attempts to undo 

various Goals 2000 reforms prompted Clinton to veto the budget bill sent to him in June of 1995, 

and these disputes were a major part of the budget battles that prompted the government 

shutdowns later that year (McGuinn, 2006a). 

The Republican takeover accelerated a new way of doing business in Washington DC, 

one in which party leadership played a larger role while committee leadership became 

increasingly subject to the will of the caucus. The Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1981 

had begun the process of transferring power from authorizing committees to the Appropriations 

Committees and party leadership, but after Republicans took control in 1994, House and Senate 

committee staffs were cut by 38 and 25 percent, respectively; House committee chairs were 

limited to six years at the helm of any particular committee (DeBray, 2006). 

Republicans painted traditional education interest groups, who had a longstanding 

relationship with the Democrats who had previously wielded the relevant gavels, as part of a 

problematic status quo. The access and influence of such groups consequently declined, and a 

crop of more conservative groups and business interests filled the new void (DeBray-Pelot, 2007; 

DeBray-Pelot & McGuinn, 2009; Schwartz, 2003). The ascendance of business interests in 

education policy is perhaps best exemplified by a 1996 national education summit attended by a 

bipartisan set of governors, led by Wisconsin Governor Tommy Thompson, and business leaders 

led by IBM’s Lou Gerstner. The prominence of business executives at this summit set it apart 

from the 1989 NGA meeting. (Schwartz, 2003) This new majority’s own policy preferences 
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differed markedly from those of the Democrats and the theretofore-dominant coalition, and many 

of the Contract with America’s primary targets included federal programs from the 1960s 

(DeBray, 2006). 

Conservative think tanks, the more established of which had been influential during the 

Reagan years, grew their political and financial capacities considerably over the nineties as 

demand for conservative policy alternatives grew. The cadre of conservative think tanks included 

large and well-established organizations like the Heritage Foundation, the Hoover Institute, and 

the American Enterprise Institute, as well as smaller groups like the Reason Foundation, 

Empower America, and the National Center for Policy Analysis (DeBray, 2006). Such groups 

worked to elevate the prominence of market mechanisms and voucher proposals, while also 

casting aspersion on efforts to limit the scope of federal activities (DeBray, 2006). 

LEAVING NO CHILD BEHIND 

Education had been climbing on the public’s list of policy priorities since the late 

eighties, and by the 2000 election education topped the list of voter concerns for the first time 

(McGuinn, 2006a; Saad, 2012). Despite the rising partisanship seen in other domestic policy 

arenas, and discussed above in the context of redistricting processes that have helped created a 

more polarized Congress, the platforms offered by both presidential candidates were, however, 

striking in their similarity again, with both candidates calling for state-based accountability 

systems (Hochschild & Scovronick, 2003). 

In the election, George W. Bush won the White House, the Republican Party held the 

House of Representatives, and maintained a razor-thin majority in the US Senate by virtue of 

Vice President Dick Cheney’s tie-breaking vote in a Senate split 50-50. The divided government 

that characterized the nineties gave way to a unified government under Republican control. This 

was the first time since the enactment of the Great Society reforms that the Republican Party 

simultaneously controlled the White House, the Senate, and the House of Representatives. 
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By the time of NCLB’s consideration and passage, the relative stability of the education 

policy domain had been disrupted, as the theretofore dominant education coalition lost influence 

to the ascendant reform coalition (Vergari, 2007). Those who were experiencing diminished 

influence included the AFT, the American Association of School Administrators, the Council of 

Chief State Officers, the Council of Great City Schools, the National Association of State Title I 

Directors, the NEA, and the National School Boards Association. Space even developed between 

the two major unions, as the AFT expressed less hostility to new accountability measures than 

the NEA (DeBray, 2006; DeBray-Pelot, 2007; DeBray-Pelot & McGuinn, 2009). TFA itself was 

just establishing its own place within this constellation of interests. Indeed George W. Bush had 

even drawn attention to the work of TFA and its alumni who had founded the Knowledge Is 

Power Program, discussed further below, during his third presidential debate against Vice 

President Al Gore (Commission on Presidential Debates, 2000). 

The new kids on the block included the Business Roundtable, the EXPECT Coalition, the 

Heritage Foundation, the National Governors Association, the Progressive Policy Institute, the 

Education Trust, the Education Leadership Council, and the Fordham Foundation (DeBray-Pelot, 

2007; Henig, 2013). The Business Roundtable was part of the seven-member Business Coalition 

along with the Committee for Economic Development, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, the 

National Association of Manufacturers, the Conference Board, the American Business 

Conference, and the U.S. Hispanic Chamber of Commerce (Kirst & Wirt, 2009). 

TODAY’S LANDSCAPE AND TFA 

Since the passage of NCLB, the education policy landscape has continued to shift. Two 

notable areas of change include the development of fissures within the Democratic Party, and the 

growing role of education advocacy organizations. The third-way-politics espoused by President 

Clinton left traditional Democrats and their allies somewhat out in the cold. Though traditionally 

liberal Democrats still exist, centrist elements of the Democratic Party coalition hold 
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considerable sway on matters of education policy. An important player in the centrist coalition is 

the group, Democrats for Education Reform (DFER). This organization was cofounded by 

Whitney Tielson, a successful hedge fund manager and one of the founding staff of TFA, and 

while its positions in support of charter schools and strict accountability systems have put the 

group at odds with teachers unions and other traditional members of the Democratic Party’s 

traditional base, the deep pockets of its members have helped it carve out a powerful position in 

the Democratic Party (Moe, 2012; Spring, 2014). 

The nature of education policy advocacy groups has also continued to evolve. Though the 

influence of education policy issue networks and advocacy groups had been growing over the 

course of a few decades, the number of education advocacy organizations has increased 

dramatically in recent years (Kirst & Wirt, 2009; Libby, 2011). These groups are playing 

important roles in the policy process, with groups like StudentsFirst, an organization founded by 

TFA alum Michelle Rhee, looking to raise a billion dollars to finance reform efforts around the 

country (Libby, 2011). 

Teachers unions continue to play an important role in federal, state, and local education 

politics, but their role has diminished substantially, and unions are increasingly finding 

themselves defending old ground and even, in some instances, their very right to existence. The 

recent appeals court decision in Vergara v. California restored tenure provisions that had been 

struck down by a state district court, but governors in Wisconsin and Ohio both supported 

measures that went so far as to strip teachers of the right to collective bargaining. Those 

measures were ultimately rejected by Ohio voters, but even Democrats, who have long been the 

primary recipient of union money and support, are no longer in lockstep with union priorities. 

Further, unions won a big victory in Friedrichs v. California Teachers Association, which could 

have cost unions millions of dollars (Howe, 2016). This victory, however, is not as clear cut as it 

seems. The case was heard by the Supreme Court shortly after the death of Justice Antonin 

Scalia. The remaining eight justices split four-to-four on the questions before the Court, leaving 



 

 

29 

the decision of the circuit court, a decision that favored the union position, standing (Friedrichs 

v. California Teachers Association, 2016). 

Additionally, the current efforts of foundations and think tanks in the education policy 

realm are unlike anything this policy domain has seen. The Gates, Broad, and Walton 

foundations, with their vast sums of money, coordinated priorities, and access to and influence 

over federal policymakers enjoy an outsized voice in the debate. These three behemoths are 

joined in the realm by the likes of the Laura and John Arnold Foundation, the Michael and Susan 

Dell Foundation, the Bradley Foundation, the Roberson Foundation, the Fisher Foundation, the 

Anschutz Foundation, and wealthy individuals including Jeff Bezos of Amazon, Reed Hastings 

of Netflix, Laurene Powell Jobs (widow of Apple’s Steve Jobs), David Welch (funder of 

Vergara v. California), and Rupert Murdoch (Alter, 2014; S. Katz, 2013; Kirst & Wirt, 2009; 

Ravitch, 2013; Vascellaro & Fowler, 2011). 

These groups, more focused on particular issues than the general cause of public 

education (Kirst & Wirt, 2009), first found traction as reforms of the 1980s and 1990s helped 

centralize elements of educational policymaking, and as elected politicians increasingly claimed 

education as a central issue of their campaigns and their governance (Henig, 2013; Sawchuk, 

2012). Further, this coalition of interests is associated with a preference for options that 

increasingly rely on exit over loyalty (Fuhrman, 2003; Kirst & Wirt, 2009; Ravitch, 2013).1 This 

network of reformers contains people working in school district administrations, charter school 

networks, state legislatures and bureaucracies, city councils and departments of education, major 

foundations and think tanks, and more recently, in government. The New York Times has gone 

as far as saying Bill Gates, Arne Duncan, Wendy Kopp, and Joel Klein “could be considered the 

patron saints of the network” (Brill, 2010). 

                                                           

1In Exit, Voice, and Loyalty, Albert O. Hirschman (1970) discusses the options available to 

citizens and consumers who want to express their opinions and, in particular, their dissatisfaction. Loyalty 

is the major factor that compels people to express their voice within an organization rather than leave. As 

loyalty declines, the preference for exit tends to rise. 
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This is the regime discussed at the beginning of this chapter, described by Diane Ravitch 

(2013) as driven by TFA and consciously focused on creating a “privately managed, free-market 

system of schooling” (p. 4)to replace public education. John White, a TFA alumnus and current 

State Superintendent of the Education in Louisiana, said of himself and other reform advocates, 

“We went from small-time advocacy to seeing our ideas through the halls of Congress. We now 

oversee not just classrooms but entire state education systems. Charitable foundations back our 

efforts. Federal programs bear our slogans” (quoted in Layton, 2013). 

TFA and its alumni have become increasingly visible and vocal in these debates. TFA 

places incoming corps members in charter schools, a substantial proportion in some regions, and 

TFA alumni have started highly visible charter school networks like the Knowledge is Power 

Program (KIPP), founded by TFA alumni Michael Feinberg and David Levin. Michelle Rhee, 

during her time as Superintendent of DC Public Schools and later in her work on StudentsFirst, 

has long championed policies that disrupt traditional last-in-first-out (LIFO) practices for 

managing teacher work forces. TFA alumni Cami Anderson, Superintendent of Newark’s public 

schools, and Kevin Huffman, Commissioner of the Tennessee Department of Education, are 

currently fighting battles over tenure protections. Colorado’s teacher evaluation policy was 

largely authored by State Senator and TFA alum Michael Johnston. Further, when looking at 

prominent entrepreneurial national education groups, TFA appears on resumes of founders and 

top managers more frequently than any other professional background (Higgins et al., 2011). 

SCHOOL CHOICE 

Officially, Teach For America’s stance as an organization is that “Teach For America is 

pro-great schools,” no matter whether those schools are district-operated or charter-run 

(Anderson, 2013), and the organization places corps members in charter schools as well as 

district schools. Indeed the Interim Executive Director of TFA’s Los Angeles corps estimated 

that 90 percent of incoming corps members to LAUSD would be placed in charter schools for the 
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2013-2014 school year (Aron, 2013). Further, 42 percent of alumni who are still teaching do so 

in charter schools, as compared to 48 percent in district schools; six percent teach in private 

schools, and three percent in schools not meeting those three descriptions (Teach For America, 

2014b). 

The role of TFA’s alums in the charter sector is not limited to those who continue to 

teach in charter schools after their TFA commitment has concluded. TFA alumni abound in 

charter school policymaking and implementation. Michael Feinberg and David Levin founded 

the KIPP network of charter schools – a high profile chain of high achieving charter schools in 

New York City and elsewhere, and many TFA alumni occupy leadership positions in charter 

schools and charter school networks across the country. 

Maryland State Senator Bill Ferguson, a TFA alumnus, cosponsored a bill during his first 

term in office that would relax the hiring process for charter schools, allowing them more 

freedom in selecting their teaching forces (Green, 2011). The same package of reforms offered 

another bill that would afford parents the ability to petition for a change in their local school’s 

governance structure, similar to “parent-trigger” reforms in other districts that allow parents to 

trigger a school’s conversion to a charter school if there is enough support for such a maneuver 

(National Conference of State Legislatures, 2013), and a bill aimed at helping charter schools use 

district space and save them the cost of rent (Green, 2011). 

TEACHER EVALUATION AND ACCOUNTABILITY 

The debate over teacher evaluation and accountability was at the heart of contentions 

union negotiations between the D.C. Teachers Union and Michelle Rhee (2013) when she was 

Chancellor of D.C. Public Schools (DCPS). According to Michelle Rhee: 

In order to ensure that every kid has a highly effective teacher, we have to 
differentiate among teachers. We have to have a rigorous evaluation system that 
determines which teachers have the greatest success with kids and which do not. 
And it also necessitates that we intervene with those who are not performing. We 
either quickly improve their skills and capabilities or we move them out of the 
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system, because our kids can’t afford to be taught by an ineffective educator. 
(p. 214) 

Kaya Henderson, Rhee’s successor as DCPS Chancellor and herself a TFA alum, announced 

more recently, however, that the policy incorporating the use of student test scores in teacher 

evaluations will be suspended as the district adapts to new Common Core-aligned assessments 

(Nuckols, 2014). 

In another high profile dispute involving a TFA alum, Cami Anderson, superintendent of 

Newark Public Schools, asked the state government for permission to use performance as the 

primary criterion in deciding which teachers to lay off as the district downsizes (Mueller, 2014). 

According to Anderson, if seniority alone governs who stays and who goes, 75 percent of those 

laid off would have received a rating of either “effective” or “highly effective,” while union 

officials charge the move would violate due process, vest Anderson with too much power, and 

potentially violate state law (Nix, 2014). Although Governor Christie had previously expressed 

his opposition to LIFO provisions, he assented to a contentious compromise struck in 2012 on a 

bill to reform teacher tenure that left LIFO provisions intact (Mooney, 2012). In Tennessee, State 

Superintendent Kevin Huffman and Republican Governor Bill Haslam were named defendants in 

suits filed by the Tennessee teachers union that calls the state’s classification system “arbitrary” 

(Sawchuk, 2014b). Bill Ferguson, a member of the Maryland State Senate, also offered 

legislation that would add “ineffectiveness” to the list of justifications for dismissing a teacher 

(Green, 2011). 

Wendy Kopp, still CEO of TFA at that time, herself weighed in on the debate, writing an 

op-ed in the Wall Street Journal shortly after the NYC Department of Education released the 

value-added rankings of city teachers. Kopp called the rankings “an important indicator of 

teacher effectiveness,” but went on to call their public release “counterproductive to helping 

teachers improve” (Kopp, 2012). 
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TEACHER PREPARATION AND SELECTION 

TFA itself is frequently referred to as an alternative certification program, as admission 

into the program guarantees a teaching placement (Heilig, Cole, & Springel, 2011). The program 

itself notes that most of its corps members receive alternative certification credentials as they 

complete the coursework and other requirements of their given district or state (Teach For 

America, 2012d), and its press kit notes that “Teach For America trains more teachers for low-

income communities than any other organization or institution in the nation” (Teach For 

America, 2015a). 

Spirited debate exists over what constitutes an appropriately trained and qualified teacher 

(Darling-Hammond, 2010; Darling-Hammond, Joltzman, Gatlin, & Heilig, 2005; Kaplan & 

Owings, 2003; Mitchell & Romero, 2010). Colleges of education, the traditional providers of 

teacher education are not very enamored of alternative routes to the classroom. The American 

Association of Colleges for Teacher Education (2009) released a statement in which it said that 

great teachers do not “learn on the job,” but must be specifically prepared for it. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

A new education policy regime has emerged over the past several years, with TFA 

impacting policy both as an organization unto itself, and through the work of its alumni. If the 

number of alumni in policy tracks the growth in TFA popularity, TFA’s policy impact is set to 

increase dramatically over the next few years. As said by Rick Hess, a political scientist and 

education researcher at the American Enterprise Institute, “What we’re seeing now is the front-

edge of the TFA bubble…Five, ten years out, we’re going to be talking about hundreds of TFA 

candidates in all likelihood” (quoted in Wieder, 2012). Little is known, however, about the ways 

in which TFA participation shapes or influences alumni’s policy preferences, or the ways in 

which TFA alumni utilize this experience in their subsequent endeavors. To examine these gaps 

in the literature, this dissertation will address three primary research questions: 
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1. How did the Teach For America experience influence participants who went on to work 

in public policy, and how did it influence the policy preferences of this set of alumni? 

2. Are TFA alumni in policy pursuing a neoliberal policy agenda? 

3. Is TFA itself promoting a neoliberal policy agenda? 

CONCLUSION 

This chapter provided an overview of the policy context in which Teach For America has 

come to operate. Issues of equity have long been part of the policy picture, but the dominance of 

equity as a policy and reform goal has advanced and retreated in the reform efforts of the past 

half-century. America’s federal government largely stayed out of education policy, leaving the 

issue to states for most of the nation’s history. In the mid-twentieth century, compelled by 

international competition, in particular after Russia’s launched Sputnik to take the lead in the 

space race, as well as the civil rights movement, the federal government began to take a greater 

issue in America’s schools. A policy paradigm emerged in which equity, defined by resources 

and inputs, was a primary goal. Though the parties traded control of the White House over the 

sixties and seventies, Democrats maintained majorities in both houses of Congress for most of 

the same period. With Democrats dominating the legislative chambers, teachers unions and 

professional associations of administrators tended to enjoy large sway. 

This policy paradigm began to shift during the early eighties, when Ronald Reagan 

occupied the White House. Reagan’s landslide electoral victories, which also helped ensure a 

Republican-controlled Senate through most of his administration, opened some room for 

business-interests at the expense of unions and other traditionally liberal groups. Further, when 

then-Governor Bill Clinton led the Democrats back to the White House in 1992, he did so as a 

centrist. When Republicans took control of the House of Representatives in 1994, the teachers 

unions and other dominant actors of prior eras found themselves in even greater competition with 
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business interests and proponents of market-friendly philosophies for influence in an era of 

divided government. 

TFA was founded in the early nineties, as the dominant policy paradigm and the 

dominant coalition of interests were both in flux. After Republicans took control of both houses 

of Congress and the White House, however, NCLB enshrined standards, accountability, and 

substantial federal oversight as hallmarks of a federal education policy. The recently passed 

ESSA keeps accountability as a fundamental tenet, though the newer policy does scale back 

federal enforcement authorities. Since its founding, TFA has come to occupy a prominent 

position in the education policy sector. The organization, which will itself be discussed in greater 

detail in the following chapter, operates as an organization in its own right. Much of its 

reputation, however, can be traced to the work of its alumni who are occupying a growing 

number of policymaking positions. Given the growth of the organization, over its 25-year 

history, the alumni who have garnered headlines are surely just the tip of the iceberg. These 

ranks will likely swell further as TFA continues to recruit new members. This dissertation will 

employ a qualitative methodology to examine the role of the organization and its alumni in the 

policymaking process and the ways that alumni’s TFA participation has influenced and informed 

their subsequent endeavors. 
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II. BACKGROUND AND THEORETICAL CONTEXTS 

In the process of researching the idea for this thesis, I have become 
committed to the belief that a Teacher Corps must exist.… The venture will 
without question be a major challenge. Should it work, it would open a great 
many doors – both for bright young college graduates who would love the chance 
to teach but also want to pursue other career opportunities, and for elementary and 
secondary school students who have a tremendous amount of potential to learn 
and grow and contribute to this country. (Kopp, 1989, pp. i–ii) 

This chapter begins with a brief history and description of Teach for America as well as 

Leadership for Educational Equity, its spin-off organization devoted to propelling alumni into 

prominent policymaking positions. I then consider relevant research pertaining to social 

movements and social movement organizations, given TFA’s status and branding as a social 

movement organization within a movement for educational equity. I finish the chapter with a 

review of literature and research regarding the effectiveness of TFA teachers in the classroom, 

narrative accounts of the TFA experience, and research pertaining to TFA and its alumni in 

policy. 

TEACH FOR AMERICA 

Teach For America, whose initial cohort of teachers entered their classrooms in the fall of 

1990, is described by its founder, Wendy Kopp, as a movement for educational equity (Kopp, 

2003, 2011). The organization that started with a charter corps of 384 teachers in six placement 

regions now counts over 50 urban and rural placement regions nationwide, admits a few 

thousand new teachers to its ranks each year, and boasts an alumni population of over 45,000. 

Recruitment has waned in recent years, but at its peak more graduating seniors from colleges like 

Yale, Dartmouth, Duke, and Georgetown were entering TFA than any other entity. Almost one 

in five students who graduated from Harvard in 2012 applied to TFA (Teach For America, 

2016b). The total number of applications to the organization reached 57,266 in 2013; it fell to 

just over 50,000 in 2014,  45,000 or so in 2015, and to just over 37,000 by 2016 (Ehrenfreund, 
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2015; Sawchuck, 2016). After starting with a $26,000 seed-grant in 1989 (Kopp, 2003), TFA’s 

assets for the 2013 fiscal year, the most recent year for which tax returns are publicly available, 

approached a half-billion dollars, including tens of millions of dollars in cash-on-hand (Teach 

For America, 2014c), though recent recruitment troubles have led the organization to cut its 

central office staff by about 15 percent (Beard, 2016b; Brown, 2016) 

The original concept for TFA can be traced to Wendy Kopp’s undergraduate senior 

thesis, An Argument and Plan for the Creation of the Teacher Corps (Kopp, 1989). Kopp 

distinguished her Teacher Corps from the National Teacher Corps that had been part of President 

Johnson’s War on Poverty efforts, saying that her proposed program would focus on attracting 

participants who would otherwise eschew education-related endeavors after college, and that, 

while her proposed corps would necessarily need to prepare teachers, it would limit its efforts to 

training its own teachers rather than attempting to influence the larger conversation around 

teacher preparation. 

The non-profit that exists today, however, has come a great distance from the one 

described in the first iteration. The thesis stated the initiative’s “primary goal is to address 

teacher shortages rather than poverty problems” (Kopp, 1989, p. 2), though Kopp did allow for 

the possibility that low-income areas, where shortages were greater, would experience greater 

benefits from a program designed to address this specific issue. The task Kopp first identified as 

critical was to begin attracting teachers from the upper strata of academic achievement, citing 

evidence that those who select education as a major tend to have lower SAT and ACT scores 

than their college-going peers, as well as lower grades in college (Kopp, 1989). 

In response to the expansion of labor market opportunities, particularly for women who 

had traditionally constituted the majority of the teaching population, Kopp opted to fashion an 

organization that did not directly compete with other career options. Instead, she envisioned an 

entity that would compel ambitious graduates to “take a break from their fast-paced lives to serve 

the nation” (Kopp, 1989, p. 45). Kopp also noted a status and salary deficit that deterred high 

achievers from the profession. Marketing the proposed Teacher Corps would require “sell[ing] 
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the experience as something almost glamorous” and using the low salary as a way to convince 

recruits that this constituted a service to the nation, directly invoking the Peace Corps’ slogan 

“The Hardest Job You’ll Ever Love” (Kopp, 1989, p. 47). The proposed corps would also 

alleviate obstacles to entering the profession by centralizing application and increasing the 

visibility of teaching as a potential profession (or at least a potential two-year profession). 

As noted above, Kopp (1989) emphasized human capital and seemed to treat social 

justice elements as ancillary rather than central to the organization’s mission in the original 

thesis. By the time Kopp (2003) published her first book, however, the social justice theme was 

front and center. The chronology of this shift is not entirely clear. In a piece published in 

Educational Forum, Kopp (1994) focused on the early lessons TFA had learned about traits that 

might signal the potential to be an effective teacher. Within a few years, however, Kopp (1997) 

was holding TFA up as a model for a national service organization that addresses capacity 

deficits in low-income areas, both urban and rural. When asked about this evolution, Kopp 

argued it was less an evolution of mission than messaging, arguing that the “teacher shortage was 

the enabler” that put TFA teachers in low-income settings (Kopp, personal interview). Further, 

even if Kopp was thinking more about the human capital issues facing districts, the potential 

socializing influence of the experience was on Kopp’s mind early on, as shown in the quote at 

the top of this chapter, which comes from the original senior thesis. 

As an organization, TFA has known more than its share of controversy, with 

ideologically-charged debates raging among the organization, its supporters, and its critics. 

When the organization was still in its infancy, Linda Darling-Hammond called TFA “bad policy 

and bad education,” going on to say it was “bad for the schools in which [TFA corps members] 

teach … bad for the children … [and] bad for teaching” (Darling-Hammond, 1994). The 

antipathy from Diane Ravitch, and her analysis that TFA is driving a neoliberal policy direction, 

has been previously noted. While Kopp wanted to elevate the standing of education in the 

American discourse and inspire a conversation, she has noted that she “could never have 
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anticipated” the “negative swirls” and criticisms leveled at the organization (Kopp, personal 

interview). 

Of the various critiques, including those already mentioned, two primary points of 

contention emerged early on in the debates about TFA. The first related directly to the 

inadequacy of TFA teachers’ preparation for the classroom. The second issue centered on TFA’s 

apparent link to a neoliberal education agenda, manifest in the organization’s donor base and its 

perceived attitudes towards traditionally trained teachers. The organization’s supporters have 

pointed to research, some of which Kopp (1989) herself had cited in her thesis, regarding the 

academic traits of the typical incoming teacher, and the lack of sophisticated research 

establishing the link between teacher certification and student achievement (K. Walsh, 2001, 

2002). The way forward, according to this school of thought, involved more on-the-job support, 

with less pre-service training. In making the case for an apprenticeship model, one early TFA 

teacher, who remained in the classroom after his tenure in the program, put it this way: “More 

training before I entered the classroom would have done little because I didn't know how to 

understand what I was being told, just as exhortations to "keep your balance" mean little to 

someone who has never ridden a bicycle” (Schorr, 1993, p. 318). Apprenticeships of this variety 

also arguably requires the hiring of high caliber individuals (Zeichner & Peña-Sandoval, 2015). 

Criticisms of TFA have come to include the brevity of the two year commitment and the 

turnover that entails, research asserting TFA teachers do not outperform other teachers, 

skepticism of TFA corps members’ motives, and distrust of TFA’s funding sources (Koran, 

2014). 

A handful of TFA teachers enter the organization with prior teaching experience, but the 

summer training institute is the first real exposure most TFA members have to teaching as a 

profession. Most are fresh out of college and majored in subjects other than education. Though 

TFA has revised and adjusted the model over the years, and different institutes must conform to 

the mandates of the school districts hosting them, the basic components have remained the same. 

The overall model includes time teaching under the supervision of a licensed district teacher, 
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seminars on pedagogy and classroom management, meetings with coaches, and time to write up 

new lesson plans for their upcoming lessons using the feedback and instruction from their 

seminars and coaches. While the experience may be an intensive one, critics have remained 

unconvinced that it constitutes an adequate way to prepare teachers for the job of teaching, and 

amounts to little more than “putting a Band-Aid on a gunshot wound” (Ashford, quoted in 

Darling-Hammond, 1994, p. 33; Darling-Hammond et al., 2005; Labaree, 2010; Ravitch, 2013). 

TFA’s own philosophy on teacher preparation evolved over the organization’s first 

twenty years, but the bones of what would become its Teaching as Leadership (Farr, 2010) 

framework had begun to take shape by the early 2000s. Drawing on what the organization 

learned through its role in the development of several thousand teachers, the TFA framework 

discusses six areas of importance: (1) setting big goals; (2) securing buy-in from students and 

their families; (3) planning effectively; (4) continuously monitoring progress towards goals; 

(5) reflecting on progress and challenges; and (6) working hard. Underlying this framework is a 

philosophy stating that the principles that separate highly effective teachers from mediocre 

teachers are the same “principles one would find embodied by any successful leader in a 

challenging context” (Farr, 2010, p. 4). 

Critics combined TFA’s selection and preparation philosophies with its list of funders 

and financial backers, to paint a picture of an organization looking to deprofessionalize teaching. 

Important early backers, for example, included Ross Perot, as well as Don and Dorris Fisher, 

who founded the Fisher Foundation using the money they made founding The Gap clothing 

stores, and who spared little affection for unions. TFA initially worked out of the offices of 

Union Carbide, and its seed grant of $26,000 came from Mobil Oil, two companies whose 

reputations were seen as less than sterling by organized labor. To the extent that any animosities 

show up in schools, Terry Moe (2012) posits this may have more to do with a generational gap 

between younger and older teachers, noting that TFA teachers tend to fall within a camp of 

younger teachers who are less wedded to traditional conceptualizations of unions than their older 

colleagues. 
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Kopp (1989) anticipated a number of potential criticisms of her proposed Teacher Corps. 

She addressed the program’s potential to deprofessionalize education by acknowledging the 

importance of training, and asserting that the corps members in the proposed program would 

only fill vacancies where a certified teacher was not available. Costs associated with the required 

on-the-job training and lack of experience would be offset by the enthusiasm and energy of the 

corps members. The further decline in the status of teaching as a profession, resulting from high-

achievers’ desire to become part of the Teacher Corps rather than traditionally trained teachers, 

would actually benefit the profession as a whole by bringing to light the need for an increase in 

the status of the profession. Kopp draws parallels to Peace Corps when addressing potential 

critics, arguing that, while some recruits might join the program for the purpose of “trying to find 

themselves” rather than making a difference, such participants had joined the Peace Corps, and 

they had been “extremely committed and serious” about their jobs (Kopp, 1989, pp. 50–51). 

Further, they would be “caring people who would go above and beyond to meet their students’ 

needs and who would be driven to learn from their students, their students’ families, and their 

colleagues” (Kopp, 2003, p. 21). Cultural and class-based mismatches between corps members 

and the residents of the neighborhoods in which they teach would result in an educational 

experience for corps members. Communities would also benefit from the filling of teaching 

vacancies. 

Though Kopp’s initial thesis discussed any potential focus on low-income areas as a 

byproduct of targeting teacher-shortage areas, social justice is a core component of TFA’s 

mission today. The organization’s vision even boldly states, “One day, all children in this nation 

will have the opportunity to attain an excellent education” (Teach For America, 2012c). Kopp 

derived the title of her first book, One Day, All Children, from this slogan, and in the book’s first 

chapter she discusses the way in which her time at Princeton gave her a limited awareness of 

educational inequity (Kopp, 2003). Early coverage of the program noted the Peace Corps 

connections, the low-income nature of the neighborhoods in which TFA teachers were being 
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placed, and the idealism with which they were approaching their teaching assignments (Chira, 

1990; Hechinger, 1989; New York Times, 1990). 

Explicit in Kopp’s (1989) original thesis was the notion that the creation of a Teacher 

Corps, with broad political support, could elevate education on the national agenda. TFA’s 

prominence has grown considerably since the early 1990s, a time labeled “The Dark Years” 

(p. 77) by the organization’s founder (Kopp, 2003), when the organization frequently came close 

to running out of money with which to pay central office employees. TFA has since become an 

important presence in US education reform, not just in its own right as an organization, but also 

through the work of program alumni whose work is impacted by their corps experience long 

after the completion of their two-year teaching commitments. As mentioned, 65 percent are 

employed in the field of education; 8 percent are pursuing full-time graduate studies in fields 

other than education; 5 percent are employed in business; 4 percent in law; 3 percent in 

government, politics, policy, or advocacy; 3 percent in health or medical fields; and 11 percent in 

other fields (Teach For America, 2015n). 

TFA’s stated mission involves eliminating the racial achievement gap in education, and 

its publicly espoused theory of change comprises a short-term and a long-term component. In the 

short-term, TFA attempts to address capacity deficits in low-income neighborhoods by providing 

highly educated individuals who commit to spending at least two years teaching. In the long-

term, the organization wants alumni serving as “business leaders and newspaper editors, U.S. 

senators and Supreme Court justices, community leaders and school board members,” whose 

experience as public school teachers would lead them to “make decisions that would change the 

country for the better” (Kopp, 2003, pp. 6–7; Teach For America, 2012b), and who will “be 

powerful spokespersons for public education and school reform” (Kopp, as quoted in Hechinger, 

1989). As noted above, TFA states that three percent of its alumni population is working in 

government, politics, policy, or advocacy. Several TFA alumni either currently serve or have 

served in high profile positions in states and districts around the country. In 2008, Kopp earned a 

space on Time Magazine’s list of the year’s 100 most influential people on account of TFA’s 
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success (Kluger, 2008); Michelle Rhee, a finalist for the list in 2009, earned a spot on the 2011 

list for what Davis Guggenheim (2011) called “her single-mindedness and her dedication to 

kids.” The magazine lauded Kira Orange Jones, the executive director of TFA’s New Orleans 

region, and a member of Louisiana’s elected school board for the role she played in the city’s 

recovery after Hurricane Katrina (Isaacson, 2015). Hundreds, however, are serving in less senior 

positions within departments of education, executive bureaucracies, legislative staffs, and 

advocacy organizations. Dozens more serve in elected offices that range from state senates to 

local school councils (Teach For America, 2011a). 

LEADERSHIP FOR EDUCATION EQUITY 

In 2007, the TFA spin-off Leadership for Educational Equity was founded as a 501(c)(4) 

organization, with the intention of connecting TFA alumni with resources, trainings, and 

networking opportunities designed to help them seek public leadership positions. Its immediate 

goals include increasing the number of alumni holding elected office to 250, and 300 alumni in 

high-level, non-elected policy or advocacy roles. The organization hosts an online jobs-posting 

center, and affords members the ability to search for one-another according to interest and 

geography. LEE runs two fellowship programs that pair members with public officials, and 

maintains an operating budget of roughly $3.5 million (Ceronsky, 2012). 

Two of LEE’s most prominent members are now serving in their respective state senates. 

Mike Johnston taught English in the Mississippi Delta before returning to his home state of 

Colorado and eventually running for office in 2009 (Ceronsky, 2012; Johnston, 2013). Bill 

Ferguson, born in Maryland, taught history and government in Baltimore, winning election from 

Baltimore to the Maryland State Senate in 2010 (Ceronsky, 2012; Citizens for Bill Ferguson, 

2013). Both have authored education reform initiatives since their respective elections that could 

be characterized as anti-union and pro-charter school (Ceronsky, 2012) 
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Teach For America alumni have also begun to serve in other influential positions, leading 

districts and even state-level education bureaucracies. Michelle Rhee, already mentioned as once 

earning a spot on Time’s Most Influential List, heads a prominent education reform advocacy 

group StudentsFirst. John White, now Louisiana State Superintendent of Education, is the only 

TFA alum currently heading a state department of education after Kevin Huffman recently 

stepped down as Commissioner of the Tennessee Department of Education. TFA alumni can be 

found at the helms of a number of districts as well. Kaya Henderson took over for Michelle Rhee 

in Washington, D.C. as Chancellor of DC Public Schools. Due to its unique status as a federal 

district, Washington, D.C. has an Office of the Statewide Superintendent in addition to the DCPS 

Chancellor. Hanseul Kang, a member of TFA’s 2004 New Mexico corps, was appointed to this 

role last year. Tommy Chang, who taught as part of TFA’s 2007 Los Angeles teaching corps 

now heads the Boston Public School System. 

SOCIAL MOVEMENT LITERATURE AND TFA 

In her undergraduate thesis as a Princeton senior, Kopp first set forth her vision for a 

national teacher corps that would be the Peace Corps of its own time (Kopp, 1989, 2003). Kopp 

has since adopted the framework of TFA as a “movement for educational equity” (Kopp, 2003; 

Kopp & Farr, 2011), though, as discussed below, it may more accurately be described as a Social 

Movement Organization (SMO). TFA’s current materials state the organization’s mission as 

follows: “Our mission is to enlist, develop, and mobilize as many as possible of our nation's most 

promising future leaders to grow and strengthen the movement for educational equity and 

excellence” (Teach For America, 2016b). The website breaks TFA’s role down into Enlisting, 

Developing, and Mobilizing, which correspond to recruiting people to join TFA, training them to 

teach and supporting them in their classrooms, and finally helping them “use those lessons 

[learned from their experience] to choose their path forward” and ensure all students have access 
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to high-quality schools. In this section, I examine literature on social movements and SMOs, 

characteristics of participants, and the impacts of participation as they apply to TFA. 

SOCIAL MOVEMENTS AND SOCIAL MOVEMENT ORGANIZATIONS 

McCarthy and Zald (2009) define a social movements as “a set of opinions and beliefs in 

a population representing preferences for changing some elements of the social structure or 

reward distribution, or both, of society” (p. 20). Movements involve “collective, organized, 

sustained, and non-institutional challenge[s] to authorities, powerholders, or cultural beliefs 

practices” (Goodwin & Jasper, 2009, p. 4). Collective action and individual action are not 

separated by the goals or motivations of participants, but rather by the “public, nonroutine 

dimension of collective action, its challenge and threat to established groups, and its potential for 

being an agent of social change” (Oberschall, 1993, p. 1). Further, social movements are “large-

scale, collective efforts to bring about or resist changes that bear on the lives of many” (p. 2). 

Early work on social movements focused on a resource mobilization perspective, in which 

movements require leadership, an administrative structure, incentives for participation, and the 

ability to garner further resources and support (McAdam & Scott, 2005). 

Four common characteristics run through the major schools of thought defining social 

movements. These are: “a) networks of informal interaction; b) shared beliefs and solidarity; 

c) collective action on conflictual issues; d) action which displays largely outside the institutional 

sphere and the routine procedures of social life.”(Diani, 1992, p. 7). 

Professionalized social movements, including TFA, differ from their classical 

counterparts in terms of their sources of support and potential participants, the strategies and 

tactics they employ, and their relation to larger society. Classical movements sought to mobilize 

beneficiary constituents or aggrieved populations, with external groups playing more of an 

ancillary role. Professionalized movements rely on conscience constituents, recruited by an 

entrepreneurial leader, for the bulk of their participation, though these participants may not have 
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their own vested interest in the movement or its outcome (McCarthy & Zald, 2009; Staggenborg, 

1988, p. 585). TFA, for example, does not look to mobilize low-income citizens to fight for 

better school quality. Instead, the organization recruits participants who are highly educated, but 

are drawn to an organization which frames its mission around social justice. 

Traditional social movements relied more heavily on bargaining, persuasion, and, in 

some cases, violence as their primary tactics. Professional organizations tend to concern 

themselves with a wider variety of strategic responsibilities that include mobilizing supporters, 

winning new external support, and achieving their target goals. Further, tactics are influenced by 

an organization’s links with other social movement organizations (McCarthy & Zald, 2009). 

In terms of relations to larger society, research on classical social movements has focused 

on ways in which social movements, and in particular social movement goals, are impacted and 

altered by their environment. Professional social movements, however, situate themselves not 

just within the same structure that supports other movement organizations, but also in non-social 

movement industries. They also work to capitalize on communication platforms, support of 

affluent populations, access to institutional centers, networks of social capital, and economic and 

occupational structures (McCarthy & Zald, 2009). 

Formal organizations whose goals are formed in pursuit of the larger social movement’s 

goals are referred to as social movement organizations (McCarthy & Zald, 2009). Modern social 

movement organizations maintain a greater distance from party politics than their traditional 

predecessors. This is not to say that participants eschew political participation, but their 

organizations maintain greater separation from partisan battles (Zald, 2009). Professionalized 

movements are also characterized by the increased intensity of participation, the individualized 

nature of participant motivation, standardization of practice, and a heightened focus on 

quantifying results (Rooks, 2007). As social change and reform movements become increasingly 

professionalized, participation has come to resemble professional employment more closely than 

volunteer activity (Rooks, 2007).  
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SOCIAL MOVEMENT PARTICIPANTS 

Social movements and the organizations that promote them, such as TFA, face an initial 

task of attracting people to execute the movement’s or organization’s mission. In considering 

motivations towards collective action, organizations must overcome the problem of free 

ridership. If collective benefits that apply to a larger group can be enjoyed even by those who do 

not join the cause and participate in the work that needs to be done, rational members of society 

have no incentive to actively take up a cause (Olson, 1977). Selective benefits, on the other hand, 

are enjoyed by members of the particular group only and include material benefits, which 

include benefits that have tangible value including money or worthwhile services; solidary 

benefits such as camaraderie, status, or even simply enjoyment, which are less tangible and come 

from social contexts; and expressive benefits, which are associated with the advancement of a 

cause (Loomis & Cigler, 2002; Olson, 1977). Expressive benefits are most easily identified in 

adversarial situations like movements for gun control or abortion, where one side’s gain can be 

construed as the other side’s loss (Loomis & Cigler, 2002). 

In thinking about TFA’s capacity to attract participants, the example of the Freedom 

Summer program, run by the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) in 1964, is 

instructive as both programs are premised on mobilizing young people to fight for certain rights 

of an aggrieved population. Doug McAdam (1988, 2009) found three broad factors that 

influenced people to join the Freedom Summer program run by the SNCC. These three factors 

included “biographical availability,” a values-based predisposition towards the SNCC’s work, 

and a “social relationship” with the organization itself. The typical applicants to the program 

were students from elite institutions and more privileged backgrounds.  

Without the demands associated with marital and family life, and without fulltime 

employment, students have the biographical availability to make up the backbone of social 

movement activists (McAdam, 1988). Further, younger participants have “faith in the future, 

combined with an impatience for the temporizing, compromising methods of their elders,” 
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making them more likely to join social movements, and their idealism has yet to be challenged 

by the “realities of [full] political and economic participation” in society (Sigel & Hoskin, 1977, 

p. 265). 

Freedom Summer applicants also demonstrated an ideological predisposition towards the 

work in which SNCC was engaged. According to McAdam (2009), “they shared a generalized 

optimism, idealism, and sense of potency that was the subjective heritage of their class and 

generation” (p. 69). Not all of this idealism was politically inspired; some participants, in 

particular education majors and teachers who saw the SNCC’s work as an extension of their 

own, while others professed primary motivations that were religious in nature. Even amongst 

those who espoused a particularly political motivation, reasons for applying had more to do with 

patriotism than politics. “For the most part,” McAdam (1988) writes, “they were liberals, not 

radicals; reformers rather than revolutionaries” (p. 5). The same can be said for many TFA corps 

members. 

Social ties also played a role in applicants’ desires to join the SNCC’s program. 

Application materials show that 85 percent of Freedom Summer applicants claimed membership 

in some sort of group, be it a civil rights oriented group, a political club, church-based group, or 

some other student group or club, thus the vast majority of participants had been exposed to the 

civil rights movement before joining Freedom Summer (McAdam, 1988). 

Anne Rooks (2007) examines professionalized social movements by analyzing TFA and 

the AFL-CIO’s Organizing Institute. These two programs were “early innovators, adopting a 

professionalized approach to social change and social reform in the late 1980s” (p. 2). In her 

research, she finds some aspects of recruitment to modern social movements that parallel those 

of previous eras. Biographical availability of young people, and the energy young people have to 

devote to a cause ensured that both classical and modern social movements have tended to rely 

on younger people for membership. 

In discussing the attraction to professionalized social movements, Rooks states that the 

motivations of movement participants have become more individualized. The collective tenor of 
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previous eras, in which factors related to a movement’s larger goal or an organization’s mission 

spurred people to sign up, was yielding to an era in which individualistic motivations were 

gaining importance. These individual motivations involved career exploration, a desire for work 

experience and the development of transferable skills, and educational aspirations. While 

participants in the organizations she studied certainly discussed collective motivations, Rooks 

(2007) posits that their motivations are better described as “semi-collective” (p. 153), since these 

altruistic desires are often coupled with the desire for self-advancement. 

SOCIAL MOVEMENT PARTICIPATION AND SOCIALIZATION 

Organizations dedicated to affecting social change have at least two objectives that guide 

them. One is the desire to impact the individuals they serve; the second is to impact the values 

and future plans of their own participants (Dobbie & Fryer, 2011; Sherkat & Blocker, 1997, 

2009). Individuals are influenced by participating in a collective action or social movement. 

Gustave Le Bon (1960) discussed the way in which individuals who become part of “masses and 

crowds” tend towards mental unity with their group members, without significant critical doubt 

of group leadership. Participation in social movement activities also impacts those who join; 

further, such socialization may have lasting impacts on individuals. Studies on civil rights 

activists from the early 1960s show that protesters’ political beliefs did not blend into the 

political mainstream over time, and their politics remained distinguishable from non-activists of 

similar age and educational background over the remainder of the life-course (DeMartini, 1983). 

Participants in the Berkeley Free Speech movement during the 1960s were found to be both to 

the left of their peers and relatively stable in their political beliefs. Anti-war activists, surveyed 

before entering college and again eight years later, solidified their liberal leanings and further 

diverged from their non-activists peers. Further, former activists tend to be more politically 

involved than their non-activist peers, and this involvement tends to benefit more liberal efforts 

(DeMartini, 1983). Though such organizations recruit participants who are predisposed to 
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support the cause, the organizations still shape their members beliefs and behaviors with 

consequence for future movement activity (Sherkat & Blocker, 1997, 2009). As McAdam (1988) 

wrote of Freedom Summer participants: “The education they were to receive there was to have 

profound and enduring consequences. To quote Greg Whitman, one of the volunteers, 'it was the 

most important experience of my life. It really set me on a course in my life that I’m still on'” 

(p. 12). 

McAdam (1989) argues that while we might not expect low-risk, low-cost activism 

involving low-intensity participation like donating money, writing letters, or signing petitions to 

change the attitudes or beliefs of participants, participation in higher-intensity forms of activism 

that require sustained interaction between members may have long-term impacts on behavior and 

attitude. He further finds increased long-term political activity amongst those who participated in 

the 1964 Mississippi Freedom Summer project compared to those who applied but did not 

participate. Further, participation in movements and sustained contact with like-minded 

individuals can transform participants’ beliefs and values. Through this process of alternation 

(Travisano, 1981), participants come to accept the alternate principles or philosophies espoused 

by the organization (McAdam, 1989). 

Initially, participation may alter the informal rules and social norms that comprise 

members’ schemata, with repeated interaction leading to long-lasting, internalized changes. 

Further, organizations can reinforce these schemata through the use of tangible resources like 

networking events or the provision of office space, and less tangible items like post-service 

positions within the organization itself, as well as codified mission statements, literature about 

the organization, and frequent communication with members (Sherkat & Blocker, 1997). 

The impact of participation also includes membership in the network of participants and 

alumni. Three processes operate through network ties – communication, influence, and joint 

action (Oliver & Myers, 2003). A communication tie provides the basis for information 

transmission, but need not be a direct mode of communication. Ongoing interactions, however, 

allow ideas and innovations to diffuse throughout the policy domain more quickly (Mintrom & 
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Vergari, 1998). Influence requires communication, as well as other social processes. Joint actions 

require both intense communication as well as influence, but may be difficult to distinguish from 

simultaneous, similar actions (Oliver & Myers, 2003). 

TEACH FOR AMERICA AND THE MOVEMENT FOR EDUCATIONAL EQUITY 

There are surely instances and examples of traditional movement tactics being used in the 

pursuit of educational equity, with, for example, advocates organizing rallies in state capitals for 

which they bus in students and families. The movement for educational equity, however, also 

contains a professionalized, or modernized element, replete with conscience participants like 

TFA’s recruits, and entrepreneurial leaders like Wendy Kopp. After their initial summer training 

institute, TFA corps members become full-time employees of local districts, earning standard 

salaries with district benefits. In discussing TFA’s preference for standardization, Rooks focuses 

on the organization’s recruitment strategies, noting that technological advances allowed the 

organization to centralize and coordinate recruitment activities to a degree previous social reform 

groups could not. TFA’s preference for hard data to demonstrate the effectiveness of its corps 

members in the classroom, can be seen in the way TFA uses such numbers to recruit participants, 

track the progress of current corps members, and highlight successes in pursuit of financial 

donations (Rooks, 2007). These financial donations come from affluent populations, and the 

descriptions of high profile TFA alumni and staff above offer just a few examples of the social 

capital to which TFA has access. 

Further, TFA members and alumni enjoy various selective advantages that include 

material and solidary benefits. TFA membership comes with access to a network, and TFA 

partners with various graduate schools in social work, education, law, public policy, business, 

and other fields; these benefits include no-penalty deferral-of-entry to accommodate TFA 

participation, fee waivers for applicants who are TFA alumni, and even scholarships reserved for 
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TFA alumni (Teach For America, 2015p). Solidary benefits like camaraderie and status also 

apply to TFA participants. 

Some seek out TFA as a form of career exploration. Post-college youth in the 1990s used 

social change organizations to help them explore careers. Rather than using participation as a 

means to experience new things, those who join are more likely looking to work for pay in a 

field that they would like to explore. Further, lower barriers to entry allowed younger people 

with less experience to explore the field for just a few years, while simultaneously receiving a 

regular paycheck (Ingersoll & Merrill, 2012; Kopp, 1994; Rooks, 2007; Winerip, 2010). 

Beyond those who see participation as a means of exploring a particular career, Rooks 

(2007) describes participants who are looking to build transferable skills, acquire work 

experience, and make themselves more attractive candidates for jobs in sectors outside of 

education. In addition to demonstrating commitment to something by completing the two year 

program, participants look to utilize TFA’s reputation for selectivity to their advantage in the 

labor market as they approach the end of their classroom commitment (Rooks, 2007; Winerip, 

2010). 

Finally, just as some participants hoped their involvement would translate into an 

advantage in the labor market, others were looking to gain a competitive advantage in their 

application for graduate school. Participation in a “mainstream, well-known and volunteer-

oriented social change organization could” curry favor with the people reviewing applications 

(Rooks, 2007, p. 10). Participation and completion in a demanding endeavor such as TFA signal 

that the applicant possesses the dedication, stamina, and perseverance to be successful in a 

graduate program. TFA’s own marketing and recruitment includes the organization’s prestige 

and promise of leadership development (Rooks, 2007). 

Straubhaar and Gottfried (2014) interview members of TFA’s 2010, 2011, and 2012 Los 

Angeles cohorts and find that, on the whole, TFA teachers are “idealistic, intelligent, well-

organized, dedicated, and ambitious recent college graduates who performed well in their 

academic careers and are committed to reducing educational inequity” (p. 17). Their personal 
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backgrounds also tended to include a higher socio-economic status than the traditional teacher, 

and most, though not all, viewed their TFA time as a temporary venture rather than the start to a 

lifelong career. 

One important way in which Teach for America is different from other social movement 

organizations, though similar to Freedom Summer, is the bilateral nature of its selection process. 

Not only must the applicant choose to apply to TFA, but TFA must accept the applicant. In this 

regard, a comparison to the SNCC operation almost forty years earlier is instructive. According 

to McAdam (1988), the “single most salient characteristic of the Freedom Summer applicants is 

the comfortable, if not elite backgrounds from which they were drawn” (p. 41). Further, Freedom 

Summer had a policy requiring self-sufficiency of participants. With its own recruitment 

operations in place on over 350 college campuses, a highly standardized recruitment message, 

and a highly selective admission process (Winerip, 2010), TFA is even better able to engineer an 

incoming corps that reflects the priorities espoused by the organization’s leadership. The 

organization’s model, in which participants are employees of school districts, ensures that 

participants can support themselves through the course of their commitment, though sustaining 

oneself until the first paycheck arrived was easier for some than others, especially before TFA 

had the resources to offer substantial financial assistance to its members (Blumenreich & Rogers, 

2016).  

Typical of social movement organizations, TFA’s goals include turning its own members 

into lifelong advocates for educational equity. According to TFA’s theory of change, this will be 

a natural outcome of the transformative experience of teaching in a low-income setting for two 

years. Indeed, Kopp herself spoke of how “the experience of teaching successfully in our low-

income communities is shaping future leaders in ways that will have significant long-term 

impacts on the injustice of educational inequity” (Kopp & Farr, 2011, p. 178). Consider this 

sentiment against the reflections of Greg Whitman, quoted earlier, in which he called his 

participation in Freedom Summer “the most important experience of [his] life,” and one that 

altered his entire life course. Further, this long-term aspect of TFA’s mission has long been on 
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Kopp’s mind. In her memoir covering TFA’s founding and first decade, Kopp (2003) writes: 

“[T]he corps members’ teaching experiences were bound to strengthen their commitment to 

children in low-income communities and spur their outrage at the circumstances preventing these 

children from fulfilling their potential” (p. 7). Indeed, as the quote at the top of this chapter 

demonstrates, this transformational impact leading to lifelong advocacy is an outcome that has 

long been on the mind of TFA’s founder. 

TEACHING (FOR AMERICA) 

While TFA resembles a modern social movement organization, and TFA participants 

bear likeness to social movement participants, the same cannot be said of TFA vis-à-vis teaching 

and teachers. There are a number of ways in which TFA corps members differ from their 

counterparts who enter the teaching profession by more traditional routes. Of particular 

relevance to this study are ways in which TFA entrants differ in terms of selection, preparation, 

and socialization. 

The traditional process by which people enter or are recruited into the teaching profession 

helps foster a conservative predisposition, one wary of change, towards the profession. Common 

reasons to enter the teaching profession do not mesh well with desires to change the system. The 

five major themes Lortie (2002) identifies in the motivations to enter the teaching profession 

comprise: a desire to work with young people, a desire to perform service, an attachment to the 

school formed as a student, material benefits that include salary and other non-financial benefits 

like prestige, and a desirable work schedule. While the desire to perform service may apply to 

both TFA teachers and their traditionally trained counterparts, other categories are less 

applicable, and the material benefits would seem not to apply to TFA. Indeed an explicit issue 

Kopp (1989) discussed needing to overcome in the creation of TFA was the low prestige 

associated with the teaching profession. The bilateral nature TFA’s admissions procedures is also 

important, given that TFA must select its members, and the organization’s admissions criteria do 
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not include majoring in education or a desire to stay in the classroom past the end of the two-year 

commitment. 

Colleges of education have begun building a greater base of evidence regarding teacher 

preparation in recent decades (Labaree, 2004), but critics assert that, historically, teacher 

preparation has been neither rooted in science, like the medical or engineering professions, nor 

has it built upon the works of generations of scholars, as the legal profession has done. While 

there has been stability around the “egalitarian optimism of public education” (Lortie, 2002, 

p. 69), the discipline has suffered through numerous fads and trends, each attempting to discredit 

the last, with teacher preparation programs doing little to alter participants’ previously held 

views on good versus bad teaching, or modify their perceptions of the efficacy of particular 

teachers (Lortie, 2002). Further, regarding political attitudes, “teachers colleges are found to train 

for respect for political authority and established authority to a greater extent than do liberal arts 

colleges” (Ziegler, quoted in Sigel & Hoskin, 1977). While there has been substantial energy 

devoted to ensuring social justice and equity are part of the mission of schools of education 

(Cochran-Smith, 2004; McDonald, 2005; Nieto, 2000; Villegas, 2007), one still has a difficult 

time imagining traditionally trained teachers populating the ranks of neoliberal education 

reformers.  

Lacey (1977) argues that the nature of teaching differentiates it from other occupations, 

yielding a perspective – or world view – that is particular to teachers. Kopp’s vision includes the 

addition of this perspective to the policymaking world. Lortie (2002), however,  asserts that “not 

all occupations influence entrants to the same degree” (p.55), and that the predispositions and 

biases that influence people to go into teaching are a stronger influence on teachers’ socialization 

than their training or their workplace socialization. Most TFA entrants, however, do not attend 

traditional teachers colleges, instead coming directly from elite liberal arts colleges and 

universities, and their reasons for entering the classroom are quite different from the reasons 

offered by traditional candidates for teaching. As such, we may expect to find TFA teachers 
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responding to classroom and school situations in ways that differ from their traditionally trained 

peers. 

RESEARCH AND LITERATURE ON TFA AND TFA ALUMNI 

The previous literature and research about TFA can be split into three broad categories. 

One category includes narrative accounts, biographical and autobiographical, that document 

members’ experiences and interpretations of those experiences. Trends in TFA’s enrollment, 

even accounting for the diminished recruitment of the last few years, indicate that the TFA 

alumni population finding its way into positions of authority and influence in the education 

policy sphere is set to grow. Academic research has tended to focus on the classroom 

effectiveness of TFA’s recruits, but scholarship examining the role of TFA and its alumni on 

education policy has begun to develop more recently as researchers are increasingly focusing on 

the exploits of program alumni. 

TFA ALUMNI NARRATIVES 

The base of literature on TFA includes narrative accounts of participants’ experiences. 

Books by alumni relate the subjects’ recollections and reflections of their time teaching, as well 

as subsequent endeavors. Such works include In the Deep Heart’s Core (Johnston, 2003), 

Radical (Rhee, 2013), as well as cooperative biographies like Work Hard, Be Nice (Mathews, 

2009) about Mike Feinberg, Dave Levin, and the building of the KIPP network, and The Bee 

Eater (Whitmire, 2011) about Michelle Rhee. Beyond the biographies of high profile alumni, 

some alumni have published memoirs of their time in the classroom and their experiences 

teaching. For example, Taught by America (Sentilles, 2006), one of the earlier entries into this 

genre of TFA alumni literature, details the author’s journey from applying to finishing her two 

year commitment. The work includes her reflections on the challenges she faced and the ways in 
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which those challenges changed her as she grappled with visceral and unforgiving questions of 

race, class, privilege, and equity in Compton in the mid-1990s. 

In addition to biographies and autobiographies, scholars and academics have collected 

narrative accounts, with varying degrees of structured data collection. These narratives include 

longer essays written by TFA corps members and alumni, ethnographic accounts of corps 

members’ experiences, and responses given by alumni in semi-structured qualitative interviews. 

In Lessons to Learn, Molly Ness (2004) undertakes one of the first efforts to aggregate stories, 

though she admits to focusing on the more positive and uplifting aspects of the stories offered. In 

the book, Ness discusses challenges faced by TFA teachers, and their attempts to navigate their 

placements. 

Barbara Veltri (2008, 2010) has undertaken examinations of ways in which TFA 

teachers’ backgrounds are mismatched with the neighborhoods in which they are teaching. The 

realities of their placements interacted with TFA’s tight, “corporate-like” model, their own 

affiliation with the TFA brand, and district hiring practices separated TFA teachers from their 

colleagues. All of this forced teachers to learn school and community culture even as they were 

struggling to master the competencies of teaching (Veltri, 2008). 

Donna Foote (2009) documents the experiences of four TFA teachers placed in a school 

in Los Angeles in her book Relentless Pursuit: A year in the trenches with Teach For America. 

Navigation of school norms and culture was an evident challenge for the TFA teachers Foote 

follows. Foote’s work also documents ways in which TFA’s growth as an organization came 

with new ideas and demands for what constituted good teaching, how it could be measured, and 

what their own corps members’ results could tell them about selecting future teachers. 

In Learning From Counternarratives in Teach For America: Moving from idealism 

towards hope, Sarah Matsui (2015) discusses accounts from 26 of her fellow Philadelphia-2012 

TFA corps members regarding their struggle to reconcile the expectations they felt with the 

realities they faced. A particular issue brought up in this work is TFA’s “hero narrative” (Matsui, 
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2015, p. 8), and the pressure that TFA corps members face in living up to unrealistic 

expectations. 

Teach For America Counter-Narratives: Alumni speak up and speak out (Brewer & 

deMarrais, 2015) arose from the reactions that one its authors had received in response to 

previous articles he had written about his own TFA experience. Alumni contributed their own 

longer narratives to the volume. The narratives encompased a range of topics, from TFA’s 

recruitment, member support, and general operations, to TFA’s approach to diversity, and the 

way in which the central organization handles criticism from corps members. 

CORPS MEMBER EFFECTIVENESS 

The research examining the impact of TFA teachers on student achievement, though 

somewhat mixed, broadly suggests that students of TFA corps members are performing at least 

as well as their non-TFA peers. Few studies on TFA teachers have employed fully experimental 

research designs. However, in a study conducted by Mathematica, researchers compared TFA 

teachers to non-TFA teachers in one control group and novice non-TFA teachers as an 

alternative control group. Students in 17 schools across six placement regions were randomly 

selected into classrooms with a TFA teacher. These authors found a positive, though modest, 

impact associated with TFA teachers versus both control groups on math, but no differences on 

reading, grade promotion, summer school attendance, or behavioral outcomes (Decker, Mayer & 

Glazerman, 2004; Glazerman, Mayer, & Decker, 2006). Antecol, Eren, and Ozbeklik (2013) 

apply a fixed effect quantile regression model to the data used in the Mathematica study, and 

find broadly similar trends, though their analysis indicates a potentially differential and higher 

impact on female students’ math scores. A more recent study examining secondary math 

teachers, also conducted by Mathematica Policy Research, found that students of TFA teachers 

outperformed students of comparison group teachers, regardless of certification pathway and 

teacher experience (Clark et al., 2013). 
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In addition to these randomized trials, a handful of quasi-experimental studies also exist 

that address questions around TFA teacher effectiveness. Tuner et al. (2012) use a propensity 

score matching strategy on data from Texas and found that students of TFA corps members 

outperformed their peers taught by non-TFA novice teachers on math exams, and students of 

TFA alumni out-performed students taught by non-TFA veteran teachers in terms of both 

reading and math. Xu et al. (2011) employ student-level fixed effects, and subject-by-grade fixed 

effects to estimate TFA teacher effectiveness using North Carolina data. The authors find that 

TFA teachers in their sample were more effective than those who would otherwise have taught 

the classes whose scores were analyzed; this advantage held when TFA teachers were compared 

to fully certified teachers, teaching in-field. 

Beyond the experimental and quasi-experimental studies, a number of studies indicate 

that TFA teachers do outperform their non-TFA affiliated peers. The results of these studies are a 

mixed bag, but they range from moderately positive (Henry et al., 2014; Kane, Rockoff, & 

Staiger, 2008; Noell & Gansle, 2009; Schultz Center for Teaching and Leadership, 2011; 

Strategic Data Project, 2012), to those that have reached mixed conclusions (Boyd, Grossman, 

Lankford, Loeb, & Wyckoff, 2006; Schoeneberger, 2011; Urdegar, 2011). There are also those 

with less rosy conclusions (Darling-Hammond et al., 2005; Laczko-Kerr & Berliner, 2002). A 

detailed treatment of the research on TFA has been undertaken by Julian Heilig & Su Jin Jez 

(2010, 2014). 

A prominent argument from critics of Teach for America centers on the decision of many 

corps members to leave the classroom at the end of their two-year commitment. In response to 

such criticisms, TFA notes that 64 percent of its total alumni population remain in the field of 

education (Teach For America, 2014a). These numbers match the numbers reported in Morgen 

Donaldson’s (2008) dissertation, which examined the TFA cohorts of 2000, 2001, and 2002. 

Beyond overall rates of retention, Donaldson reported that female corps members, black corps 

members, and Latino corps members demonstrated lower risk of exit than their white, male, and 

Asian peers. Additionally, teachers assigned to single-grade placements or single-subject 
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placements were more likely to stay; math teachers who with math degrees were more likely stay 

than those with other degrees, but the opposite was true of in-field vs out-of-field science 

teachers (Donaldson, 2008). Corps members in Noell and Gansle’s study (2009) of Louisiana 

teachers had a five-year persistence rates between four percent and 20 percent, while new 

teachers from standard classroom entry routes had retention rates in the sixties.  

TFA AND ITS ALUMNI IN POLICY 

A final, but still underdeveloped category of research focuses more directly on TFA, 

program alumni, and education policy. A number of studies and dissertations have been written 

that address the role of TFA and its alumni in policy, both in terms of the organization’s 

espoused goals, and in terms of its unintended impacts. Some of this research focuses more 

closely on TFA alumni, other studies zero in on TFA itself, while a third category of analyses 

includes both TFA and its alumni. 

Studies comparing TFA alumni to individuals who had been accepted to TFA but did not 

complete the program have found that TFA alumni score lower on attitudinal measures of civic 

engagement than those who were accepted but did not enroll. Alumni civic behavior was 

characterized by lower levels of service, lower levels of voting, lower levels of charitable giving, 

lower levels of participation in institutional politics, and lower levels of pro-social employment 

compared to non-graduates. While these differences are statistically significant, they are 

substantively small with both groups participating at much higher rates than the general public 

(C. Brandt, 2005; McAdam & Brandt, 2009). McAdam and Brandt (2009) offer four potential 

explanations for the engagement gap they find, including exhaustion after completing an intense 

two-year experience, delayed entry into adult life, paths taken by non-matriculants that involve 

stronger socialization forces, and potentially differential experiences within the program. 

Additionally, the study does not measure alternative forms of engagement, specifically 

‘educational civic engagement’ (Schröer, 2014). 
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Jacobsen, White, and Reckhow (2016) focus more directly on the experiences of TFA 

corps members that shape their political engagement. Their study, which uses data from surveys 

and interviews of members of TFA’s 2012 corps, examines reasons why corps members become 

more engaged or less engaged in the local politics of their placement regions. The authors 

discuss TFA’s explicit goals for growing the number of alumni in leadership, including its 

creation of LEE, as well as the pro-engagement messaging the organization sends to its 

members, the programming through which TFA connected corps members with local leaders. 

The authors also pointed to influences that were beyond the control of TFA, and more closely 

related to the placement cities. These factors included their perceptions of their cities’ quality of 

life and how welcoming the city had been to TFA corps members in general. The study data was 

limited to members who had been placed in mid-size cities (Jacobsen et al., 2016). 

Other authors have written about potential socializing influences that emanate from TFA 

directly. One study documents latent anti-union bias in the language used by TFA staff to frame 

problems around education, and its author wondered whether such biases will filter down to 

corps members (Pitzer, 2010). Kretchmar (2014) examines the impact of TFA messaging on 

corps members, focusing on a sample of four TFA alumni-turned-school-administrators and 

eight alumni who were still teaching, finding that TFA’s messaging around the “relentless 

pursuit” of better outcomes had led TFA teachers to focus on things within their own control, as 

well as an attitude that prioritized immediate action over long-term reforms (Kretchmar, 2014, 

p. 649). 

Barnes, Germain, and Valenzuela (2016) analyzed Kopp’s undergraduate thesis (Kopp, 

1989) and the two books she has written (Kopp, 2003; Kopp & Farr, 2011) in which she tells the 

story of TFA’s growth and makes the case for the work it is doing. Through their analyses, these 

authors identify three “counter-stories” that emerge from Kopp’s works, citing issues related to 

TFA’s “best and brightest” messaging and the “deficit-laden language” used to describe general 

population teachers (Barnes et al., 2016, pp. 13–19), the organization’s place within the larger 
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education reform movement (pp. 19–24), and the organization’s “culture of achievement” 

yielding a “poverty of culture” (pp. 24–26). 

Blumenreich and Rogers (2016) also discuss the “best and brightest” ethos that has 

characterized TFA’s recruitment and messaging. These authors, however, focus on the ways in 

which this messaging was interpreted and internalized by members of TFA’s initial corps, and 

found members felt disappointed at their inability to live up to these lofty expectations. 

A handful of studies have also been done that are relevant to TFA and its role in 

education policy. Schneider (2014) closely examines TFA’s summer training institute, and its 

evolution over the years, contending that, as TFA has revised and refined its pre-service training, 

the model has come to incorporate many elements found in traditional pre-service programs, 

relevant to this study in-so-far as TFA is a player in debates about teacher preparation. 

Brewer et al. (2016) examine the memoranda of understanding that TFA signs with 

districts that hire its teachers, however, and argue that the provisions in these contracts create an 

environment in which TFA teachers enjoy hiring advantages over traditionally-trained and even 

veteran teachers. Further research finds that, despite TFA’s stated commitment to workforce 

diversity, TFA places its members in districts where minorities have traditionally been more 

successful finding jobs, thus TFA’s gains have come at the general expense of minority teachers 

(White, 2016). 

As noted, a third set of studies takes TFA and its alumni together in examining the roles 

and impacts of the organization and its alumni. This past winter, the Education Policy Analysis 

Archives journal released a special issue titled, “Teach For America: Research on Politics, 

Leadership, Race, and Education Reform”, guest edited by Tina Trujillo and Janelle Scott. Given 

the ways in which both TFA and its alumni are operating, these authors propose a conceptual 

framework for examining TFA that incorporates concepts drawn from policy entrepreneurship 

theory, power networks theory, managerial leadership critiques, and critical race theory, and one 

that moves beyond viewing TFA solely through the lens of a teacher preparation organization 

(Scott, Trujillo, & Rivera, 2016). 
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Mungal (2016) focuses on TFA in New York City, documenting the development of an 

alternative, market-based structure for the recruitment, training, and employment of teachers, 

who are recruited and hired by TFA rather than the NYC Department of Education, work at 

charter schools rather than district-managed traditional public schools, and attend Relay 

Graduate School of Education which is not formally associated with a traditional college of 

education or higher education institution at all (Mungal, 2015, 2016). Kretchmar, Sondel, and 

Ferrare (2014) use network analysis to demonstrate the tight links between TFA and the charter 

sector, and find that TFA is a central node that connects education organizations, foundation, and 

alumni. Further, the organization is not just a player by itself, but an “incubator for personnel” 

who go on to work in these very organizations and foundations (Kretchmar et al., 2014, p. 756). 

CONCLUSION 

Teach For America, the brainchild of an idealistic Princeton graduate, placed its first set 

of teachers in the fall of 1990. In the ensuing quarter century, the organization has gone from 

donated office space and a seed grant of $26,000 to become a major player in the education 

sector, with hundreds of millions of dollars in assets, tens of millions of dollars in annual 

revenue, almost 50,000 alumni nationwide, and thousands more joining each year, even as 

recruitment numbers taper off. 

Teach For America bills itself as a movement for educational equity, rather than a 

teacher-training organization. Its goals include a short-term component that prioritizes staffing 

classrooms, but, from its inception, TFA was never about finding career teachers. Individuals 

interested in education might enter the program, but TFA markets itself to those who would not 

have otherwise pursued education-related endeavors. TFA has always maintained an explicit 

goal that at least some of its alumni will leave the classroom and take their first-hand experience 

into their respective fields. LEE, TFA’s 501(c)(4) sister organization, was created in order to 

propel program alumni into influential policymaking positions in service of this larger mission. 
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This aspect of the organization’s modern mission, however, is predicated on the experience 

being transformative, lighting a fire within corps members during their two-year commitment. 

Even if Wendy Kopp’s original thesis de-emphasized the proposed program’s potential to 

address social justice and equity, the organization that currently stands is one that explicitly 

situates itself within a movement for educational equity. Social movement organizations, 

including TFA, look to impact the world at large, but part of this involves influencing the beliefs 

of their own members, and inculcating the norms and values of the organization into its 

participants. While researchers have spent considerable energy examining the impact of TFA 

teachers on student academic performance, the impact of TFA and its alumni on education policy 

is less well developed. More importantly, given the likelihood that the number of TFA alumni in 

positions of authority and influence will continue to grow, an in-depth account of ways in which 

TFA participation influences participants is also in order. By interviewing program alumni in 

policymaking positions, this dissertation will address ways in which the organization and its 

alumni are impacting policy, and ways in which program participation has influenced and 

informed the policy visions of alumni.  
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III. STUDY METHODOLOGY 

The primary goal of this study is to better understand the role that Teach For America and 

its alumni are playing in education policy and reform. In this chapter, I further elucidate the 

research questions presented at the end of Chapter I. I then lay out a research methodology 

designed to accomplish this goal and discuss ways in which this study lends itself to an unusual 

case study design (Yin, 2014). This is followed by a description of data sources, data collection 

procedures, and a description of procedures used for data analysis. The chapter concludes with a 

discussion of potential limitations associated with the research design. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

TFA’s long-term theory of change emphasizes alumni moving from their classrooms to 

the wider policy world rather than organizational advocacy. As such, the research questions 

pursued in this dissertation emphasize alumni policymakers, though the analysis does include 

discussion of TFA as an advocacy organization in its own right. In this section, I restate and 

further explain the research questions posed at the end of Chapter I. 

RESEARCH QUESTION 1 

What impact did TFA participation have on participants’ education policy 
preferences? 

An explicit part of TFA’s long-term theory of change is the assumption that the 

experience of completing the program will affect the participant’s conception of the issues 

related to education, education reform, and educational equity. How, if at all, do TFA alumni 

currently making policy draw on their TFA experiences? Have elements of the TFA model 

fostered a neoliberal policy mindset among those who have chosen to pursue policy-related 

endeavors after completing their TFA commitment? 
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RESEARCH QUESTION 2 

Are TFA alumni promoting a neoliberal education reform agenda? 

What role are TFA alumni playing in education policy reform, independent from the 

central organization? In what ways are TFA alumni participating in policymaking process? Are 

there implications for education policy and reform as TFA alumni begin to occupy more 

positions of influence within education policy sphere, and do alumni form impressions during 

their time in TFA that influence their thoughts on policy issues beyond education? Further, while 

the activities and preferences of more prominent TFA alumni have been discussed by scholars, 

journalists, and all manner of education experts, do these accounts reflect the activities of alumni 

whose actions have not warranted considerable press? 

RESEARCH QUESTION 3 

Is TFA itself propelling a neoliberal education reform agenda? 

This question focuses on TFA as an organization. In what ways does TFA itself 

participate in the policymaking process? What activities does the organization engage in as it 

executes its mission? Does the organization favor certain policies or policy positions, or is it 

truly an agnostic body whose impact on the field is exclusively felt through the actions of its 

alumni? 

STUDY DESIGN 

In selecting a design to address research questions, researchers face trade-offs between 

the number of cases they can observe and the intensity with which they can analyze them 

(Gerring, 2007; Yin, 2014). This study employs a qualitative case study design (Creswell, 2003; 

Gerring, 2007; Maxwell, 2013; Yin, 2014). While case studies often use a specific case to 

describe a larger class of cases (Berg & Lune, 2012; Gerring, 2007), cases may be important in 

their own right. As Merriam (2009) states, “the case itself is important for what it reveals about 
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the phenomenon and for what it might represent” (p. 43). Further, case studies afford researchers 

the opportunity to explore a particular program, activity, or set of people in-depth (Creswell, 

2003), and such methodologies are well suited for studies asking ‘how’ or ‘why’ questions, as 

well as studies that attempt to shed light on reasons why certain decisions were made (Yin, 

2014). 

Interest groups and advocacy organizations have long attempted to influence policy by 

working with legislators and executive officials to push their priorities in policy adoption and 

implementation. TFA’s strategy, however, includes populating the policymaking world with its 

alumni. As such, TFA makes for a compelling case, which I argue can be considered an unusual 

case (Yin, 2014) in which TFA is framed as a social movement organization. 

UNIT OF ANALYSIS – THE CASE OF TEACH FOR AMERICA 

When conducting case study analyses, researchers must select an appropriate unit of 

analysis. The researcher may choose individuals, small groups, communities, or even specific 

decisions, processes, and events (Maxwell, 2013; Yin, 2014). The unit of analysis for the first 

and second research questions will be the body of TFA alumni who have pursued careers in 

public policy, be it through elected office or other means. The unit of analysis for this study’s 

third research question is Teach For America as an organization. 

DATA SOURCES AND COLLECTION 

One particular strength of case-study research is the opportunity for the researcher to 

draw on a variety of data sources using a technique called “data triangulation” (Creswell, 2003; 

Yin, 2014, pp. 120–121). Using multiple sources of supporting evidence enhances the construct 

validity of the study’s conclusions (Yin, 2014). This study will focus on data collected in 45 in-

depth, semi-structured interviews with TFA alumni in policy-making positions, and articles from 

news media regarding TFA alumni and policy decisions or advocacy. 
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INTERVIEWS 

In-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 44 TFA alumni who have 

pursued careers in public policy, as well as Wendy Kopp, founder, former CEO, and current 

board chair of TFA. This population includes alumni who have run for elected office, alumni 

working for public officials, alumni who serve in appointed positions that include state-wide 

superintendents and district-level leaders, as well as any TFA alumni who work within district or 

state departments, and alumni who occupy leadership positions in organizations that advocate for 

education reform. 

This study aims to do more than catalogue the preferences of alumni on various matters 

of education policy. A primary goal is to learn more about the way in which the TFA experience 

has influenced participants. In discussing the merits of interviewing as a mode of data collection, 

Seidman (2006) argues that, “At the root of in-depth interviewing is an interest in understanding 

the lived experience of other people and the meaning they make of that experience” (p.9). Such 

meaning would be difficult to derive from either surveys or basic observation. 

Sampling. Three types of purposeful sampling were employed in study – key informant 

sampling, theoretical sampling, and snowball sampling. Random sampling is a useful technique 

when the sample drawn is of sufficient size to eliminate variations that may arise due to simple 

chance. Smaller samples, however, must ensure representativeness by choice rather than chance. 

Purposeful sampling, also called purposive sampling or judgment sampling (Marshall, 1996a) is 

a non-random technique, wherein the researcher “purposefully select[s] participants or sites (or 

documents or visual material) that will best help the researcher understand the problem and the 

research question” (Creswell, 2003, p. 185; Gerring, 2007; Maxwell, 2013; Yin, 2014). Initial 

characteristics in which variation was sought among participants include the year of TFA entry, 

corps region, and current occupation. 

Key informant sampling (Marshall, 1996b) involves selecting interview participants 

based on their experiences and unique capabilities to address a study’s research questions. Key 
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informant sampling yielded an initial list of targets for interviews, but once the interview process 

was underway, two additional sampling methodologies were also employed. The first was 

theoretical sampling, which requires selecting additional participants who are well-suited to 

elaborate on information and theories that emerge from initial waves of data collection (Corbin 

& Strauss, 2008; Marshall, 1996a; A. L. Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Based on initial interviews, I 

looked to add some alumni with more recent TFA enrollments, given a perception by alumni that 

the population entering TFA had shifted during the later 2000s.  

The final method of sampling employed in this dissertation was snowball sampling. 

While snowball techniques are often used when a full population is not easily identified, or for 

studies of sensitive topics (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981), this technique was particularly useful in 

identifying policymaking alumni working within policymaking bureaucracies or advocacy 

groups, but who do not yet occupy leadership or other highly visible positions. Subjects of this 

nature afford the opportunity to collect information from knowledgeable actors who are less 

visible, and thus less likely to come up in searches designed to identify key informants. The 

snowball technique has the added benefit of shedding some light on “natural interactional units” 

(Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981, p. 141). As noted earlier, alumni who are less prominent are less 

likely to come up in searches, making them more difficult to find. The same may be true of 

alumni who have, in fact, reached prominent positions but who are not vocal about their TFA 

alum status, or who, as is the case with some members of this sample, leave it out of their 

professional histories entirely. 

Though my own status as a TFA alum is something of which I stay cognizant, it also 

affords me an understanding of the organization and access to the subject material. Being an 

alum was particularly helpful in securing interviews. First, a few members of my own personal 

and professional networks qualified as members of my population of interest, and several more 

had connections to TFA alumni who fit the parameters of the study’s population. This was 

especially helpful as interviews were secured without the assistance of TFA or LEE. Further, my 
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own status as a TFA alum was a helpful way to explain the study and my interests to potential 

interviewees. 

In addition to Kopp, the set of interviewees for this dissertation included alumni from a 

range of corps years and regions, and who have taken a variety of policy-focused pathways 

following their TFA service. A breakdown by TFA corps year is given in Table 3.1. Public 

accounts of TFA’s growth portray the 1990s as a particularly bleak time at the organizational 

level, thus an effort was made to ensure representation in the sample of program alumni from 

both the 1990s and the 2000s. This shift also mirrors the organization’s evolution, discussed in 

Chapter II, from one that focused on human capital to one that emphasized a mission related to 

educational equity. Indeed, initial interviewees from early corps years noted that the equity 

messaging was not stressed in the early 1990s the way it is today. As noted above, however, 

initial interviewees perceived another shift in the organization, related more closely to the nature 

of the applicant pool somewhere between 2001 and 2009. As such, I group participants into three 

broad phases according to year of TFA entry. The sample contains a total of 44 alumni, with 16 

coming from the program’s first decade, 21 coming from its middle-years, and seven more recent 

alumni. Corps years are designated by the participant’s year of entry into the program. 

 

Table 3.1. Sample – Corps Year 

 

Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3 

TFA Corps 

Year 

Alumni in 

Sample 

TFA Corps 

Year 

Alumni in 

Sample 

TFA Corps 

Year 

Alumni in 

Sample 

1990 1 2000  2008 3 

1991 2 2001 1 2009 2 

1992 4 2002 1 2010 1 

1993 3 2003 2 2011  

1994 1 2004 3 2012 1 

1995 1 2005 7   

1996  2006 4   

1997 1 2007 3   

1998      

1999 3     

Total: 16  21  7 
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Table 3.2 displays the TFA regions in which members of the sample taught while they 

were members of TFA. When TFA began placing its members, the organization was operating in 

just a handful of regions, the largest of which were New York and Los Angeles (Kopp, 2003; 

Teach For America, 2016e). 

 

Table 3.2. Sample – Corps Region 

 

Region Number of Alumni 

Baltimore 4 

Bay Area 3 

Boston 1 

Colorado 4 

Houston 2 

Los Angeles 9 

Mississippi Delta 2 

New Jersey 1 

New Mexico 2 

New York City 14 

Phoenix 1 

Washington, D.C. 1 

Total 44 

 

TFA has expanded its national presence now counting 52 placement regions (Teach For 

America, 2015h). Regions represent both urban and rural placements, though alumni from urban 

regions are better represented here than those from rural placements, in particular when counting 

New York and Los Angeles. The members of this sample who had worked in the New Mexico 

region had both been placed in schools serving Native American populations on tribal 

reservations. 

Table 3.3 lists the current occupations of the alumni in this sample. The categories below 

distinguish between those who work in an executive agency, which include state-level and 

district-level departments of education, and those who lead such departments. The table 

distinguishes between education researchers who work in foundations or think tanks from those 

who work in academe. The superintendents interviewed for this study include two state-level 
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superintendents and one district-level leader. Of the four school board members interviewed, 

three were elected and one was appointed. 

Table 3.3. Sample – Current Occupations 

 

Sector Number of Alumni 

Academe 2 

Charter Management Organization 2 

Education Research 4 

Elected Official (not School Board) 5 

Executive Agency (not Superintendent) 9 

Legislative Staff 3 

Special Interest/Advocacy Organization 9 

Superintendent 3 

School Board Member 4 

Other 3 

Total 44 

 

Data collection. Most interviews were conducted by telephone, though some study 

participants who live in New York City invited me to their offices or conveniently located coffee 

shops for a face-to-face conversation. All interviewees were provided a copy of the study’s 

informed consent by e-mail prior to the interview, and all interview sessions began with a 

discussion of the consent form and participants’ rights. All participants consented to audio-

recording, and transcripts of interviews are used for analysis, as described below. 

Interviews began with more general questions about the participants’ TFA experience. 

These questions served two purposes. First, this set of questions relates to the study’s first 

research question about the personal impact of TFA participation. Additionally, many 

participants finished their TFA experience quite some time ago. As such, these questions were 

valuable for helping to jog participants’ memories of their experiences. After these questions, the 

protocol moves onto questions about specific policies. In particular I ask about charter schools 

and school choice, teacher evaluation and accountability, and teacher preparation. I select these 

issues not because they are prominent in press coverage of today’s education debates, but 

because all three issues epitomize the flashpoints in the battles between neoliberal reformers and 

those who are fighting against neoliberal influences in education. Following policy-specific 
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questions, the interview protocol moves to questions concerning participants’ relationship with 

TFA and LEE, in addition to broader political questions about political party preference and non-

education social and political issues. A copy of the interview protocol is included in Appendix A. 

Several questions in this protocol would lend themselves to a survey design, and such a 

design would afford insight into the depth of support for given policies among policy-focused 

alumni, in addition to the breadth of views held. Two factors, however, led to an interview-based 

design. First, the difficulty of ascertaining the universe of participants, finding contact 

information, and following up to ensure response rate would have been prohibitive both because 

there are already several hundred alumni who fit the study’s parameters, but also because not all 

TFA alumni publicly proclaim their affiliation. Indeed the snowball sampling techniques utilized 

yielded multiple respondents whose public bios do not include their TFA status. 

I did speak with TFA and LEE about including questions in an annual alumni survey, and 

the possibility of targeting those additional questions to alumni in policy. While both 

organizations expressed interest in the study and its findings, any research partnerships in which 

TFA enters are governed by a nondisclosure agreement. This agreement stipulates that TFA will 

not ask researchers to alter their findings, but it does require researchers to provide TFA with 

materials at least 30 days prior to publication. Additionally, at the time of this study’s initial 

proposal, stories were being written about TFA’s public relations efforts and responses to 

criticism (Garland, 2014; Joseph, 2014; Williams, 2014). Given this combination, I made the 

decision to collect data independently and revisit a research partnership with the organization if I 

was unable to create a suitable sample on my own. The lack of a formal partnership was also 

helpful in assuaging alumni who had also read the stories about TFA’s public relations, and 

wanted to ensure not just that their name would not be associated with given quotations, but that 

TFA would not have access to transcripts. 

The identities of participants cited in later chapters of the dissertation are kept 

confidential, though about half of the study’s participants indicated that quotations could be cited 

by name at the discretion of the researcher. Most are quoted using a general description of their 
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position (for example, “a TFA alum working in a large urban department of education,” or “an 

alumni leader at an advocacy organization,” etc.) to offer context to their comments. Informed 

consent was obtained from all individuals who agreed to participate in this study. This involved 

both asking participants to review, sign, and return a copy of the study’s “Informed Consent” 

form and verbally explaining the anticipated risks of participating in this study at the beginning 

of each interview. In a few instances, the nature of a quotation renders confidentiality 

impossible. In cases where the participant had given consent, the quotation is cited by name. In 

other cases, alternate quotations were selected to illustrate the point being made. Participants 

were also given the option of allowing their name to be included on a list of participants, separate 

from whether they would allow quotations to be cited by name. A list of participants who gave 

such permission is included in Appendix B. 

NEWS SOURCES 

In addition to interviews, news reports concerning TFA’s policy-related activities, as well 

as individual TFA alumni in public policy allow the researcher to see how policy proposals have 

been received and interpreted by community members or political opponents. Coverage also 

illuminates ways in which TFA may or may not have impacted political campaigns and policy 

initiatives. 

News articles concerning Teach For America alumni were identified using keyword 

searches including the names of prominent alumni and “Teach for America” using the 

LexisNexis Academic database. An initial LexisNexis search using just the term “Teach For 

America” yielded 4,964 newspaper articles. This set of articles was not specific to policy 

advocacy. 
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ADDITIONAL DOCUMENTARY EVIDENCE 

In addition to alumni interviews and newspaper articles about TFA and its alumni, this 

study draws upon TFA press releases, TFA’s and LEE’s webpages, as well as other publicly 

available materials like TFA’s teacher preparation manual, Teaching as Leadership (Farr, 2010). 

IRS 990 tax filings for both TFA and LEE were examined for this study, along with information 

stored in the Center for Responsive Politics’ OpenSecrets database. Press releases and public 

statements were obtained from TFA’s website. Tax filings were downloaded from GuideStar’s 

online database of information on nonprofit organizations. 

DATA ANALYSIS 

Interview transcripts and all documentary evidence were coded using Dedoose qualitative 

analysis software. Coding and analyses employed the “constant comparative method” (Corbin & 

Strauss, 2008; Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 105; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). A critical aspect of this 

method is the analysis of data as it is being collected, rather than beginning analysis after data 

collection has concluded, so that incoming data can be compared to data that is already in-hand 

(Boeije, 2002; Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Creswell, 2003; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & 

Corbin, 1998). The coding process begins with the application of open codes broadly 

characterizing and categorizing information. Open coding is followed by axial coding, which 

interconnects the broader, open categories, allowing for the discovery of “emergent patterns, 

emphases, and themes” (Altheide & Schneider, 2013; Creswell, 2003). Adapting Boeije’s (2002, 

p. 395) technique recommendations, the comparisons I will employ for this study are: 

 Within an interview 

 Between interviews within the same group (for example same type of policy actor, or 

TFA alumni) 

 Between interviews from different groups (i.e. different types of policymaker, or 

comparison of non-TFA policymakers with TFA alumni) 

 Within and between media coverage 

 Within and between candidate literature and websites 

 Within and between alumni initiatives 
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These comparisons help illuminate common themes and inconsistencies that inform and address 

the research questions. 

VALIDITY AND RELIABILITY 

Researchers of any variety must pay attention to the validity and reliability of their 

findings. A study’s validity is a measure of the credibility of the research’s conclusions, 

interpretations, and findings (Maxwell, 2013), and is considered in terms of construct validity, 

internal validity, and external validity. Construct validity tests whether a researcher has properly 

defined the construct being studied, and subsequently derived operational measures to match that 

construct; internal validity questions whether a study’s conclusions properly flow from its 

evidence, and whether particular inferences have accounted for all available evidence and 

alternative inferences; external validity asks whether the findings can be generalized beyond the 

case(s) under review (Yin, 2014). A study’s reliability tells us whether a study, if conducted 

again using the same protocols, procedures, and population, would yield the same results 

(Sandelowski, 1986; Yin, 2014). Researchers interested in replicating this study can mimic 

sampling techniques quite easily. A copy of the interview protocol is included in Appendix A. 

Data triangulation techniques discussed above bolster the credibility of information 

gathered and subsequent conclusions. Different types of data gathered from a variety of sources 

are more likely to yield credible inferences and findings (Maxwell, 2013; Miles & Huberman, 

1994). This study relied on interview data, published news reports, IRS filings, public statements 

made by TFA and LEE, and information shared by organizations on their webpages.  

Internal validity is also reinforced when “negative cases” are sought (Morse, Marrett, 

Mayan, Olson, & Spiers, 2002). Beyond interviews sought with non-TFA policymakers, 

interviews were also sought with participants who are less vocal about their TFA status. Such 

interview participants may be more difficult to find for the purposes of initial lists, given that 

they do not always come up in broader searches. Snowball sampling techniques detailed above, 
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however, yielded dozens of potential participants, few of whom had registered in initial searches. 

Richness of data is a factor that is also discussed as important to internal validity (Geertz, 1973; 

Maxwell, 2013; Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

External validity, the generalizability from a case to a population, is less frequently 

emphasized in qualitative research, but generalizing toward a theory, or analytic generalization, 

is possible, given certain qualitative techniques (Yin, 2014). When interpretations offer findings 

that differ from existing theory, such generalizations can help “identify the scope of a theory – 

that is, the conditions under which it applies” (Firestone, 1993, p. 17), and areas in which 

existing theory may be deficient. 

A study’s reliability captures whether the researcher employed research instruments and 

techniques that would yield similar results if used on the same or comparable participants. In 

qualitative research, reliability can be judged using the researchers “decision trail” (Sandelowski, 

1986, p. 33; Yin, 2014). For this study, transcripts of interviews and post-interview notes, as well 

as decision memoranda on the creation of coding schemes can be used to document the research 

decision trail. 

In concert, the measures described above should help enhance the validity and reliability 

of this study’s findings. Despite the careful design of the research methodology and the best 

efforts of the researcher, however, this study will have certain limitations. 

LIMITATIONS 

Due to the nature of the case study, findings are not widely generalizable to the larger 

body of education advocacy organizations or social movement organizations, nor can they be 

generalized to the population of policymakers writ large. As noted, however, in case studies such 

as this one the case itself may be as important as the theory that is used to help explain it. TFA, 

with its resources and its reach, is an important part of today’s education policy landscape, thus 

an examination of the organization, and its influence on those who go through it is warranted. 
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The use of self-reported data, including data collected in interviews, presents challenges 

as well. Data is limited to events which the subject can remember, and which participants may 

mis-remember (Brutus, Aguinis, & Wassmer, 2013). Further, access to interviewees may be 

difficult. I looked to address these concerns by enlarging the breadth of the interview pool and 

supplementing interviews with documentary materials, such as news sources and formal policy 

documentation. 

While the TFA experience contains common elements, no two TFA experiences are 

identical. As an alum with interests in education policy and career goals that involve crafting and 

implementing public policy, my own resemblance to the interviewees who contributed to this 

work is not lost on me. In addition to the strategies and methodologies laid out in this 

dissertation’s third chapter, I remain constantly aware of the requirement to ensure what I write 

here is driven by the responses of my sample, not the responses I myself would give to the 

questions. 

I did contact the research liaisons at both TFA and LEE about this research, and, as is 

noted in Chapter Three, Wendy Kopp took the time to share her own thoughts on the questions 

addressed in this dissertation. While everybody I spoke to at TFA and LEE was supportive of 

this research and interested in its ultimate findings, this study was planned and executed 

independently, without assistance from the organization. 
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IV. ALUMNI REFLECTIONS ON CORPS EXPERIENCE 

I think it was one of the most profound shaping experiences in my life. I 
think it completely redirected my career and redirected my perspective on my 
identity and what matters to me. I think that I always was a service sort of person 
but I honestly can say that I would be on a very different path right now had I not 
[done TFA]. It’s just it definitely reshaped who I am. (TFA#015) 

Social movement organizations have espoused institutional goals that stem from their 

missions. Such organizations, however, also work to impact their own participants. TFA’s 

outward mission is built around addressing racial inequality in education and closing the 

achievement gap, but a core tenet of TFA’s long-term theory of change is the idea that teaching 

in a low-income neighborhood would be a “transformational experience” (Kopp, 2014), and that 

TFA corps members’ experiences in their neighborhoods, schools, and classrooms would inform 

and influence their perspectives on issues related to educational equity. Before digging into 

policy views and preferences held by TFA alumni on specific education policy issues, however, 

a closer examination of those experiences is in order. 

There are myriad influences on a first- and second-year teacher, over which TFA itself 

exercises varying degrees of control. The organization’s recruitment messages, tightly structured 

pre-service training, and its formal interactions with corps members through their coaches, now 

called Managers of Teacher Leadership Development, are three of the primary mechanisms 

through which TFA can influence its members. The TFA influence also extends through 

informal channels, in particular through informal interaction with fellow corps members. TFA 

teachers’ daily lives, however, are somewhat disconnected from the formal organization. Most 

are placed in small clusters on faculties that are composed of veteran and traditionally trained 

new teachers. They are subject to mandates, pressures, and norms that stem from their status as 

full-time employees of a school or school district and their membership in their school 

communities. 
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To investigate the socialization impacts of TFA participation, I asked participants to 

reflect on their own TFA participation. This section of the interview focused primarily on 

participants’ motivations to apply to the program; their memories of ways in which their 

placement schools functioned well, as well as ways in which their placement schools did not 

function well; impressions of the role played by teachers unions; and broader ways in which 

participants thought their years as a TFA corps member have impacted their lives and work. The 

reflections discussed in this chapter primarily inform the study’s first and second research 

questions. Participants’ thoughts on general impacts of their TFA participation are directly 

relevant to Research Question 1, and if TFA alumni are drawing on their TFA experience, then 

their assessments of ways in which their placement schools did and did not function effectively 

gives important context to how TFA alumni approach matters of education policy and 

educational inequity. To the extent that responses discussed in this chapter pertain to ways in 

which alumni are now engaging in policy, information presented in this chapter is also relevant 

to the study’s second research question. 

MOTIVATION FOR JOINING TFA 

As noted in Chapter II, scholars diverge over whether workplace socialization factors are 

strong enough to counter preexisting biases, and whether reasons why somebody was attracted to 

teaching will be stronger than the factors that are associated with the job. Given that TFA’s long-

term theory of action rests upon the socialization impacts of members’ time teaching, and the 

fact that TFA teachers differ from traditional teachers in important ways, it is necessary to 

understand why this set of individuals was attracted to the program in order to ensure a fair 

assessment of the socialization impacts of participation. 

TFA markets itself within the context of a “movement to end educational inequity” 

(Teach For America, 2016b). Previous studies, discussed in greater detail in Chapter II, have 

documented collective motivations, which are connected to the movement’s larger goals and, 
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individual motivations, which depend more on the potential for personal gain, for joining the 

organization (Dobbie & Fryer, 2011; Rooks, 2007). Participants in this study listed motivations 

for joining TFA that largely fit with those listed by Rooks (2007), but collective motivations 

came up far more frequently than other motivations. It is important to note that subjects could list 

multiple factors that led them to consider, apply to, and ultimately accept a position through 

TFA, thus the categories below are not mutually exclusive. More than half of the participants in 

this sample discussed social justice and educational equity when asked about their motivation for 

joining. Several participants discussed a general interest in teaching as a profession as well as a 

more general interest in education, some of whom explicitly noted their desire for experience in 

the field before pursuing future careers. A handful of participants discussed motivations that 

largely paralleled Rooks’ concept of career exploration. Participants also cited the impact of 

messages from TFA recruiters as well as conversations they had with TFA alumni who were not 

part of TFA’s formal recruitment operation. These responses are explored in greater depth in this 

section of the chapter. 

ONE DAY, ALL CHILDREN 

Among the set of alumni interviewed for this study, 26 of 44 discussed a desire to address 

issues of social justice and equity as a primary incentive to apply to and enroll in the program, 

with a number of respondents invoking the organization’s original vision statement, One day, all 

children in this nation will have the opportunity to attain an excellent education. As told by one 

alum: 

I’ve always been sort of an activist, but I think the mission statement initially 
was what sucked me in. Then I became absolutely sure and possessed with doing 
it after the interview day because … I felt like the discussion about race and 
equity was more rigorous, more difficult, and more on point than pretty much any 
class I had taken at Cal, and so I left there thinking, “Oh my gosh, if this applicant 
pool is anything like what it would be like to be in the corps, then I’ve got to do 
it.” (TFA#026) 
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Not all of these participants opted to trace the history of their interest in social justice, and 

participants were not probed on the origin of these interests. Many, however, offered additional 

context for their commitments. These explanations were divided between those who pointed to 

experiences in college that they credit with influencing them to apply to the program, and those 

who related stories from their childhood. 

College experience. Eight participants discussed their college experiences in relation to 

their interest in working for education equity. Reflections included stories about volunteer work 

and community service work undertaken during college, participants’ first exposure to 

educational inequity, and elements of coursework that inspired students to pursue social justice 

themes post-graduation. 

Some participants discussed going to college and signing up for community service 

opportunities. Through these activities, these participants gained an exposure to neighborhoods 

that were poorer than those in which they grew up. This exposure, combined with an attraction to 

the TFA mission, prompted participants to apply to and join TFA. Said one: 

When I was in college … I ended up doing a lot of work in schools. I 
happened to go to a university that was full of rich kids and was located in the 
center of a low-income downtown, and, growing up not in a low-income area, I 
was exposed [to] and shocked by the experiences that I had in schools in low-
income neighborhoods.… Also, as much as I was interested in math, I ended up 
taking [other] courses. I took a course in the sociology of schools, and I started 
doing some math teaching and tutoring on campus with undergraduates. So [there 
was a] mix of being interested in math, being interested in teaching generally, but 
also being interested in sort of the equity side. (TFA#008) 

Two participants told stories that largely parallel Wendy Kopp’s own experiences at 

Princeton University, where she found herself struggling to keep up with her new peers despite 

the fact that she had excelled in high school (Kopp, 2003). Noting that they largely had not 

considered educational equity until they confronted deficits in their own preparation for an elite 

college, these alumni talked about how this experience attracted them towards the TFA mission. 

According to one: 
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So I did well [in high school]. I graduated and went [to] Bowdoin College, 
and I loved it there. I had a great time, but I also at that point discovered Prep 
schools. I had no idea Prep schools existed. I thought that they were from Dickens 
novels, right? … So these kids were there and they could – with putting in half the 
effort that I put in, they could do better then I was doing in any of my classes in 
Bowden. I just couldn’t believe that, and so, until I finished there and even since, 
I’ve just been really infuriated by educational inequity as I experienced it. Now, 
I’m a straight white guy who comes from an approximately middle-class 
background.... I am not really suffering from educational inequity in the United 
States, but I thought I was. And I was mad enough about it that when I was done 
with college, when I was finishing up, the message of Teach for America really 
appealed to me. This notion that could go into schools where opportunities 
weren’t being offered to students and I could try to do that, I found that really 
appealing. I found that really exciting. (TFA#024) 

In recent years TFA has begun to broaden the list of institutions at which it recruits new 

members beyond the Ivy League and similarly elite schools, but the organization still recruits 

heavily from these institutions. Roughly five percent of Bowdoin’s incoming class were 

valedictorians of their high school classes, but that figure approaches 50 percent at some of the 

institutions where TFA recruits members. 

In addition to alumni who discussed non-curricular college experiences, two alumni 

pointed to work they were doing in the context of their senior theses which made them rethink 

other plans they had made. One alum, who had landed a job as an editorial assistant at a New 

York-based magazine, talked about a realization that came while doing thesis research. The alum 

was writing a senior thesis on a book by William Faulkner. In his research, he came across a 

book of interviews in which Faulkner called on members of society to “address legacy issues of 

racism and slavery,” which made him think, “What I was about to do with my life was not really 

addressing anything of any real consequence for my fellow citizens” (TFA#039). He 

subsequently applied to TFA. 

Pre-college experiences. Several participants discussed their experiences as children in 

their explanations for their attraction to a program promoting educational equity. In some 

instances, participants described watching their parents go to extraordinary lengths to ensure they 

received a quality education, and the impact that seeing that had on them. One participant 

described his childhood as follows: 
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I spent … the first half of my childhood growing up in Oakland, going to a 
not very good public school, and my parents were just so emphatic about the 
importance of education, the importance of trying as hard as I could in school. 
They were frustrated and I was frustrated with the quality of education that I was 
receiving there. So, we saved up all of our money for years and years. We didn’t 
ever go out to eat, [we] clipped coupons, just saved everything so that we could 
… spend all of our money to move into Piedmont so that my sister and I could go 
to the public schools there. I think it was that experience, both seeing how my 
parents lived their values around the importance of education, plus my own 
experience with the achievement and opportunity gaps, going from a place where 
I was at the very top of my class and not very challenged at all to a place where I 
was working as hard as I could and barely keeping my head above water. That 
really instilled in me a value for education. (TFA #030) 

These responses also suggested that this set of alumni wanted to work to ensure the opportunities 

they had enjoyed, whether those opportunities arose from their parents’ diligence or from other 

sources, would be available to more students. Said one alum: 

I was [a] first-generation college student on massive scholarships to attend 
[college] with a lot of very rich students.... And so I wanted to do Teach for 
America because I was one of those kids in the opportunity gap, and I had grew 
up in really extreme poverty. I had been homeless most of my life and made it to a 
private college on almost a full ride. So I figured, “I have to do this, I have to give 
back.” (TFA#019) 

Appreciation for the importance of education was not limited to those whose families had 

made extreme sacrifice or those who benefited from scholarship assistance. A number of 

participants related stories in which they describe enjoying the benefits of a privileged 

upbringing. One of these participants discussed his upbringing and access to a quality education 

as the primary factor motivating his application to TFA:  

I think what public education has done for my family in terms of the access 
and opportunity this country provided. I was very well aware that my family was 
[a] beneficiary of that access. And I recognized that privilege as a college student, 
because as free as this country is, we know that still where you live, where you 
grow up, how thick your wallet is a huge influence on your educational attainment 
and your educational access. Fortunately my parents were on the other side of that 
story. And so I think with that privilege and not only that privilege but having 
access to great schools in San Jose and great teachers and going to a great public 
university like UC Berkeley, I think all those things made me recognize that it is 
sort of a moral responsibly for me to serve as a teacher and provide conditions in 
my classroom so that the brilliance that my students have within them is sort of 
unleashed. (TFA#032) 
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A handful of alumni also discussed a family commitment to social activism, relating stories 

about joining parents at protests or picket lines. One alum described growing up in a union 

family, saying, “I grew up around the dinner table talking about Bobby Kennedy and Cesar 

Chavez and a whole set of things like that” (TFA#011). 

INTEREST IN EDUCATION 

As noted, a number of themes emerged beyond a commitment to educational equity. 

Several participants described interests in education, which included both broad interest in 

education as well as specific interest in teaching as a profession. One participant noted that many 

colleges and universities from which TFA recruits its applicants, including this participant’s own 

alma mater, do not necessarily have a pathway to teaching jobs: 

I went to school where an undergraduate degree in teaching wasn’t available, 
so that is something that I think actually has always intrigued me about TFA. I 
think sometimes TFA can get a lot of flak for taking … students that have certain 
backgrounds, but often a lot of the schools that they mention [in] TFA headlines 
are schools where you can’t actually have access to a teacher prep program as an 
undergraduate. So that was a big piece of it for me. (TFA#042) 

Participants also expressed an interest in education more generally citing TFA 

participation as a way to build their own knowledge base on educational issues. In some 

instances, participants acknowledged their plans to go on to other work or to graduate school 

following their TFA commitment, though these respondents did not describe their interest in 

TFA as a means to bolster their graduate school or job prospects. In discussing career 

trajectories, one participant noted the desire to gain an understanding of the realities on the 

ground, with a desire for the credibility that comes with first-hand knowledge of the ways in 

which schools and districts function: 

As somebody who wanted to go into policy and political work I was very 
conscious of the fact that I grew up in an upper middle class suburb, went to 
Harvard, didn’t know this world as well, and I felt like if I wanted to work in it at 
a policy level, it was important for me to also really do the work of teaching and 
getting to know my students and their families and making a difference there, 
because I felt like if you can’t do that work you’re a little less qualified then to try 
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to talk about how the system should run overall. So I guess wanting to make [a] 
direct impact and also the education that comes out of that. Yeah so I applied to 
TFA my senior year of college. (TFA#022) 

TEACH FOR AMERICA ALUMNI 

Several participants recalled conversations with TFA alumni, some in the context of 

TFA’s formal recruitment operation, and some who had spoken to alumni other than TFA 

recruiters who had been assigned to their particular campus. TFA maintains a large recruitment 

operation, and the organization frequently uses volunteers from its current corps and alumni 

population to help recruit new members, in particular at a member’s alma mater. One alum 

recalled a conversation with the recruiter that drew him towards TFA, saying: 

I went to DC in the summer between my junior and senior year … and 
thought that I was going to return after my senior year to work full-time. [I] met 
the TFA recruiter on campus, and she was brilliant. She had me do two things. 
She said, “I want you to print out the job description of what you would be doing 
on Capitol Hill. And then I also want you [to], on a separate piece of paper, write 
down all the things you want to change about the world. And I want you to put 
those things side by side and tell me that you will be able to accomplish the things 
that you want to accomplish in the world by doing what you would be doing on 
Capitol Hill?” And she was right. They were completely misaligned. But [by] 
going into the classroom, I could accomplish some of the things that I wanted to 
change. (TFA#033a) 

Three study participants pointed to conversations with TFA alumni, separate from any 

conversations they may have had with recruiters, however, as persuasive. In one instance, the 

participant became interested in the program after hearing about the experiences of a cousin who 

had been placed in New York City (TFA#020). Another alum described a conversation with her 

fellowship mentor during her senior year of college when, uncertain what she should do next, she 

followed the advice of her internship mentor: 

I was doing an internship with a not-for-profit that was focused on college 
access and was managing their endowment and kind of hated it to be honest…, 
and my mentor and director in my fellowship happened to be an alum of TFA in 
early 2000s from Chicago … she kind of floated TFA by me, and I was not 
[interested in] education reform up until I started learning about it and even when 
I signed up to join it was kind of more a good faith move and less about the 
passion. (TFA#033c) 
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PROGRAM PRESTIGE 

Three participants explicitly counted the prestige associated with the organization among 

their reasons for applying to TFA. This motivation was best described by one alum, who said: 

[The] time came that I was going to be graduating and I was debating 
between the Peace Corps and between doing this. I could sell Teach For 
America… I think people both perceive the Peace Corps and Teach For America 
… with a level or prestige, but I think selling Teach For America … as an 
immediate segue after graduation was easier than the Peace Corps. But the 
question for why I applied? I was interested in education, I wanted something 
prestigious, I wouldn’t have gone into education if I hadn’t have been for Teach 
For America. I would not have been a public school teacher and I did that because 
of the prestige associated with [TFA]. (TFA#001) 

Though this was mentioned by just three alumni, as the response cited here indicates, the 

decision to pursue something perceived as prestigious could well have been a prerequisite for 

many in the sample. It is also important to remember that TFA was not always a prestigious 

option for college students. Indeed it was not until the early 2000s that TFA became one of the 

top recruiters of Ivy League graduates, thus it is highly unlikely that somebody who went 

through the program in the early ‘90s would cite the organization’s prestige. Indeed the three 

participants who cited prestige came had joined TFA in 2002, 2005, and 2009. Further, one 

participant from an early ‘90s corps noted that the organization has evolved substantially since 

his time as a corps member, going as far as to say, “it’s unrecognizable, it’s almost a different 

organization” (TFA#040). 

CAREER EXPLORATION 

As noted previously, Rooks (2007) found career exploration, a desire to build transferable 

skills, and a desire to bolster graduate school applications as the primary reasons why TFA 

participants in her sample applied to TFA, but Rooks’ sample is not specific to alumni who have 

gone on to policy-related work. Further, in this more current set of interviews, participants were 

not probed on whether these factors were part of their motivation to apply. In response to 

questions about why they joined TFA, however, five participants did give responses that 
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indicated they were not quite sure what should come next. According to one alum: “I saw a 

poster in the hall, and I was attracted to the idea of having a really big job at a very young age 

and getting to work in a new place. I mean, it was really pretty superficial. I didn’t know 

anything about it” (TFA#028). 

Though participants in this sample did not speak explicitly of a motivation that included 

building transferable skills, five subjects did note that their time in TFA had helped them build 

their skillset. Additionally, though many study participants ended up attending some form of 

graduate school, subjects did not discuss wanting to strengthen their grad school applications. A 

handful of other motivations were described by alumni, including debt deferment or forgiveness 

(TFA#018, TFA#019), a desire to become part of the TFA alumni network (TFA#004), and a 

desire to escape the world of unsuccessful campaigns following a string of rough elections for 

Democrats in the early 2000s (TFA#022). 

The features of TFA that participants in this study described as attractive are largely in 

keeping with motivations described in prior research on TFA and modern social movements, and 

participants in this study did not list motivations that diverge from those found in previous 

research. The alumni in this sample did, however, stress collective motivations, like support for 

TFA’s espoused mission and goals, over the personal motivations, which include skill-

development, or career-exploration, or resume-building. Though few people listed the program’s 

prestige as an explicit factor that prompted them to apply, the notion that TFA’s application 

process is rigorous and acceptance signals a strong academic background resurfaces in 

Chapter VI where alumni thoughts on hiring or voting for a fellow alum are discussed in detail.  

GENERAL IMPACT OF TFA PARTICIPATION 

Before specific questions about ways in which TFA participation influenced subjects’ 

views on specific policy issues, participants were asked to reflect more broadly on the ways in 

which their time in TFA impacted them. Three important themes emerged from alumni 
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reflections that are important, given the population’s involvement in policy, and which speak 

directly to this study’s first research question. These include developing the perspective with 

which alumni view educational issues, deepening their understanding and appreciation for what 

low-income neighborhoods look like, changing career trajectories. A handful of responses 

detailed impacts that do not fit within these themes. These responses primarily discussed 

inclusion in TFA’s alumni network and the skills developed as a classroom teacher. These 

themes both reemerge in Chapter VI’s discussion of participants’ interaction with the larger TFA 

network. 

EDUCATION PERSPECTIVE 

The impact that came up most frequently in interviews with TFA alumni in policy was 

the way in which alums tend to view educational issues through the lens of their classroom 

experience. In particular, alumni credited their experience for pushing them to think about how 

policies and proposals are experienced at the ground level. One alum, who now works for a state 

legislator, noted that this perspective is often missing from education policy discussions, and that 

TFA alumni are in a position to inject it, saying: “I think that sitting in this position, we now 

have the opportunity to work with people [with] the potential for that change, and … we can 

bridge this communication gap, really knowing what that looks like in so many different contexts 

at the classroom level” (TFA#033b). The nature of this perspective was framed differently by 

different alumni, however, with some alumni discussing the teacher point-of-view, while others 

framed it around the students instead of teachers. 

Teacher point of view. Twelve participants felt a major way in which their experience 

has informed their perspective was that it gave them a deeper understanding and appreciation of 

teaching as a profession. “There’s also a level of practical experience,” said one alum, “that 

comes with how you experience the world as a teacher [in the] most granular, micro[-level] 

position you can [have] in the system” (TFA#039). An alum, who now works in instructional 
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policy in a large urban department of education, talked about her thought process as she 

considers policy proposals in her current role: 

I can’t help but put myself back into my classroom and with my kids and 
think about, “Okay so…what would this actually mean for me in that environment 
at that time?” So I think it definitely gave me … a home base to always use when 
I’m making decisions that you know are impacting classrooms. (TFA#042) 

Responses emphasizing the importance of this perspective often included the appreciation 

alumni developed as teachers for the myriad issues teachers must deal with, and the difficulty of 

the job. 

Impact on students. Similar to those who describe thinking about ways in which 

teachers might experience potential reforms, a few participants said they often think about ways 

in which a given reform might have impacted their students. One alum, whose current work 

involves designing and developing math curriculum for a state-level policy office, described the 

way in which his classroom experience factors into his current role, saying: 

I think if you look at the curriculum side of the work that I do, that’s always 
been on the forefront of my brain when I'm working with a vendor. When I'm 
reviewing materials, the first question I ask is, “Is a student in the Bronx and a 
teacher in the Bronx going to be successful with these materials?”… I would say 
as a teacher I came to understand the failings of these mechanisms – whether it’s 
curriculum in a textbook, whether it’s some standards-based question – I came to 
understand that these mechanisms are flawed, can be biased, and can be designed 
in such a way that they're useless. 

 
When I started teaching I was given a textbook, and I threw it away within 

the first week… Not literally threw it away, but I spent the rest of my teaching 
career writing my own materials. And that was because none of the materials 
were designed to work for the students in front of me. So I think that my 
experience has greatly formed my desire to know that I'm in the sort of other 
perspective in this other sector or subsector to really do what I can to improve 
those things. (TFA#008) 

A related set of responses included descriptions from participants about how memories of 

their former students helped motivate them in their current work. One such alum described the 

way her former students come to mind during challenging times in her current role on the 

leadership team of a curriculum-focused non-profit, saying: 
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Well for one thing I don’t think there is anything more motivating to me than 
thinking about my former students. I think … say what you want about Teach for 
America, but across the board when I have spoken with former corps members, 
we loved our students and it’s like our students are still fresh in our minds…. 
When politics in my organization get tough, or when I get tired, it’s really 
amazing for me in terms of personal motivation to be able to [say], “I’m going to 
try to ignore these political factors and adults and get through crafting this 
curriculum and doing what I’m doing because it will better help the Giselle’s or 
the Kalija’s or … my former students. This is really for them. It’s not for anyone 
else. It’s for my former students and people like them.” 

 
So I draw upon it a lot. And I just think it also is hugely motivating because 

there’s nothing like really caring about a group of people like the nine-year-olds I 
taught every day, and then [thinking], “You are so underserved by the adults in 
your life and it’s so unfair.”  You just can’t beat that. I can’t think of anything 
more motivating. (TFA#035) 

The motivation discussed by participants was not limited to alum’s affectionate memories of 

their former students. Several interview participants drew on their classroom experiences to 

support their conviction that narrowing and even closing the achievement gap is an achievable 

goal. While participants, including the one cited here, acknowledged the challenges faced by 

children in low-income neighborhoods, discussed in greater detail among the placement school 

challenges below, these participants echoed a view expressed here:  

When I was able to be a highly effective teacher … my kids did really, really 
well. And it’s not that I didn’t think that they could do really well; I did. But I 
think that once you experience that, then the achievement gap that you see starts 
to feel even more profoundly wrong because you experienced the fact that kids in 
low-income areas are capable of achieving at a very high level. And that stuck 
with me a lot. (TFA#016) 

In describing a similar sentiment, one participant noted a feeling stemming from the immediate 

classroom experience. Further, this alum credited this realization with fueling a subsequent 

desire to effect greater change and directly impacting her trajectory, saying: 

What I learned is that… kids can grow, and they can grow a lot faster than we 
think. So, I’m probably one of many people who will say, when I saw the 
transformation happening in my own classroom, I thought, “Why can’t this 
happen at a different scale? Why can’t it happen at the school level and at the 
district level and at the state level, and what’s impeding that change?” (TFA#028) 

This alum credits those questions for driving her to start a non-profit focused on helping teachers 

examine their practice, primarily through action research within their own classrooms and 
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schools. This alum is one of several who credited participation in TFA with changing her career 

trajectory, a theme discussed further below. 

EXPOSURE 

Participants also credited their TFA experience for exposing them to environments and 

contexts they might not otherwise have seen. These responses included subjects’ reflections on 

the ways in which race, poverty, and education are interrelated. One alum described the 

experience as follows: 

I would never have been exposed to, like intimately exposed, to the 
challenges of poverty if I hadn’t been a classroom teacher and gotten to know 
students and families in that way.… I think the exposure of Teach for America 
changed my understanding of what the mission was, what the opportunity gap 
was, and how entrenched and deeply challenging … the issues of poverty and race 
are. (TFA#037) 

One alum, who had been placed in a classroom on a Navajo reservation, offered a response that 

paralleled the responses of those who spoke about injecting the teacher perspective into the way 

they consider education reforms: 

Being on an American Indian reservation was completely formative and eye-
opening.  I had no idea that level of poverty even exists in this country, and it’s 
just really pervasive in some communities. And now thinking about how we 
approach education reform in some of these communities, it just completely 
changed the way I kind of evaluate reforms and how they’ll work in low income 
communities and rural communities because … people often think about cities 
and areas that aren’t struggling as much as the community I lived in. (TFA#018) 

Alumni also noted ways in which their prior notions of inequity were challenged and 

developed through the exposure they gained from their teaching placement. One alum, who had 

spoken of his own struggles growing up in a low-income neighborhood discussed the ways in 

which his appreciation for the challenges faced by low-income families were much broader than 

he had previously thought: 

I think in a lot of ways, it challenged my beliefs and values in ways that for 
the most part I am deeply grateful for. I went in not really thinking about racial 
privilege, not really thinking about gender privilege, not really thinking the 
privilege of ability, and I went in very focused on class as if poverty was the only 
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obstacle that or at least the main obstacle. I was dispelled of that from my 
experience, and I appreciate that a lot. (TFA#030) 

Responses detailed in Chapter VI note that, just as alumni value the educational perspective that 

comes from having taught, they also think there are distinct advantages to having policymakers 

who have spent time working in low-income neighborhoods. Further, this set of responses 

indicate that, while the language of TFA and its leadership may contain implicitly or latently 

racist statements emphasizing achievement gaps and de-emphasizing structural factors, as 

mentioned in Chapter II, TFA teachers are directly observing and internalizing the impact of 

opportunity gaps and, in some cases, challenging their own racial privilege and perspectives in 

ways that they might not have absent their TFA participation. 

CAREER TRAJECTORY 

In considering the ways in which TFA had impacted them generally, a number of alumni 

cited the impact of their participation on their career trajectories, offering thoughts that relate 

directly to the study’s first research question. In particular, a sub-question to Research 

Question 1 asks whether TFA-alumni-turned-policymakers might have pursued careers in public 

policy if they had not done TFA. Several alumni reported looking beyond their two-year 

commitment before taking their places in the classroom, some of whom are cited earlier for their 

desires to gain on-the-ground education experience before working on education policy, but the 

sample also includes alumni who changed their minds about previously-laid plans who would be 

doing very different things right now if not for TFA. Indeed one alum, who said of the route that 

has taken her to a high-level position in a large state’s Department of Education, “It’s not a path 

or trajectory I saw myself on.… I did not plan this out” (TFA#006). Some alumni noted that their 

participation in TFA caused them to rethink previously laid plans. According to one alum: 

Before going into TFA, my initial plan had been to work in journalism …I 
said okay nope I’m ready to go do TFA and then I’m going to come back and I’m 
going to work at this again. I was always interested in sort of investigative 
journalism that has a bent on social justice and I thought like okay this is great, I 
can go do this for two years and I’ll have like a stronger footing when I can 
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actually say I know it’s actually happening here…. I think I got into education, 
and I realized that this is where I wanted to be…. It wasn’t something that I 
necessarily wanted to zoom out and be telling the story of, it was something that I 
wanted to be a part of. (TFA#042) 

Alums in this sample also reported rethinking plans for law school, discipline-specific graduate 

schools, and other endeavors in favor of career trajectories that have kept them much closer to 

education and education policy. One alum, who earned a BA in politics and environmental 

studies and thought she would end up as an environmental lawyer, credited her TFA experience 

for helping her more fully understand the ways in which working in education was much more 

aligned with the social justice ideals she had always espoused. This alum now works on teacher 

development policy at the state-level in a large northwestern state. 

In addition to those for whom TFA provided a wholesale change of direction were a set 

of alumni whose overall plans were not dramatically altered, but whose focus within their careers 

was influenced by their TFA participation. One alum, now working within a department of 

education, discussed his current job, saying the work “is analytical, it’s in the public sector, and 

those are the types of things that I don’t think would’ve surprised me.” (TFA#006). He noted, 

however, that the fact he is in education policy is directly related to the fact that he did TFA. 

Other alums had slightly clearer pathways mapped out, such as an alum who went to law school 

following his TFA commitment, and described the way in which his TFA participation altered 

his trajectory by saying: 

When I was in college, I thought along the lines of being a public defender or 
being a juvenile public defender. When I was in my second and third year of 
teaching, I thought more along the lines of some of the broader education policy 
decisions that were made and that piqued my interest more. So, the law school 
bug was there, but the direction that I wanted to go definitely shifted. (TFA#016) 

Instead of becoming a public defender, this particular alum went on to a hold a high-ranking 

position in education policy at a state-level. 

To be sure, this sample did contain a handful of alumni whose post-TFA trajectories were 

not impacted, even if the experience impacted the way they execute their current responsibilities. 

Several alumni reported wanting first-hand experience with education before taking on careers in 
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policy. One alum, who successfully ran for school board in his home district recalled a long-

standing interest in the position: 

I remember going on the district website as a kid and looking at the school 
board – and keep in mind the woman who was the school board member when I 
was in middle school … is who I ran against – and thinking, I want to be in a 
position to influence policy, to make sure others schools are good and strong.… I 
guess as a kid I didn’t understand what the school board was, but I always said I 
want to be in [this] position and I’d [fight for] change for schools. (TFA#032) 

This sample does include other alumni who have run for various offices, and two others did note 

they had previously thought about running for office. One had served on a school board prior to 

joining TFA, while another recalled an interest in politics that dated back to his high school days. 

Other alums described the development of political plans as occurring later, and many of these 

cases involved factors that arose as a result of TFA participation. In one instance, the candidate 

noted that his work on education policy included frustrations with policymakers that prompted 

him to run. Another had been a principal of a school with a large proportion of undocumented 

students. His experiences with these students drove him to seek higher office, but he noted he 

would never have been a principal had he not done TFA. 

In considering the broad ways in which TFA participation had influenced them, the set of 

alumni-turned-policymakers interviewed for this study emphasized the perspective developed by 

their classroom experiences and the deeper appreciation they had gained for the ways in which 

poverty impacts education, and the impact on their subsequent career trajectories. While some of 

the alumni interviewed for this study had plans for their post-TFA paths, most reported the sense 

that TFA had at least altered their trajectory, if not changed it altogether. Whether or not alums 

had planned on policy careers, participants in this sample noted the benefit of being able to bring 

their TFA-derived perspectives on education and poverty to the policy discussions, and they note 

a sense that such discussions do not often include these perspectives. 
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PLACEMENT SCHOOL CHALLENGES AND STRENGTHS 

TFA’s theory of action states that corps members’ experiences in their schools will 

inform them in their subsequent endeavors, and that first-hand knowledge of the challenges faced 

by students in under-resourced schools will influence the way alumni think about education 

policy and educational equity. After discussing participants’ thoughts on the broader ways in 

which their experience impacted them, I ask more specifically about these challenges and the 

barriers to success they recall from their placement schools, as well as ways in which their 

schools functioned effectively. 

Perhaps it should not be surprising to see some factors appearing on both lists, such as 

effective/ineffective school leadership, the presence or lack of veteran teachers, the existence of 

a positive or negative school culture, and the presence or lack of professional development. 

PLACEMENT SCHOOL CHALLENGES 

TFA’s messaging emphasizes the notion that its members will witness and experience the 

challenges of living and learning in a low-income neighborhood, and bring that experience to 

bear as they take up the cause of educational inequity in venues beyond the schoolhouse. In this 

section I discuss participants’ recollections of the challenges they faced in their schools and 

classrooms as they attempted to teach their students. 

Neighborhood-related issues. Though unsurprising given TFA’s placement practices, a 

major theme to emerge from this discussion was the difficulty created by neighborhood factors. 

Indeed, many alumni chose to talk about these factors before even considering challenges 

stemming from building management and operations. One alum captured this sentiment, saying: 

The fact [was] that … our students came with so many monumental 
challenges in their lives that we couldn’t just dismiss it as not important. It 
affected them. Now there [is] a lot of research done on toxic environments and 
what have you, and the impact it has on our kids and their ability to learn. 
(TFA#031) 
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This set of alumni did also list more specific issues in discussing the challenges associated with 

poverty. These issues included nutrition, crime and violence in the neighborhood, households 

headed by single parents who were often struggling to make ends meet, and major drops in 

attendance whenever there was even an inch or two of snow on the ground. Here too, the 

prominence of neighborhood factors in the minds of this set of alumni speaks to the possibility 

that TFA alumni in policy will recognize the importance of addressing opportunity gaps that 

create and exacerbate achievement gaps. 

A handful of these alumni noted that their experience led them to the conclusion that, 

even as education-specific reforms are critical to addressing educational inequity, so too are 

other policy shifts that would address other aspects of living and learning in a low-income 

neighborhood. One participant expressed this by questioning the way in which prominent TFA 

alumni have approached matters of educational equity, stating: 

I think a lot of the more prominent TFA alums, which has always been part 
of my discomfort with Teach for America since being part of the program, seem 
to have taken an alternate lesson from their time in the corps along the lines of 
education related solutions alone can solve the problem of educational inequity, 
which I don't think is accurate and I don't think the evidence suggest it’s accurate. 
(TFA#027) 

Indeed the alum cited here now works on policy research at a general-purpose policy research 

entity, not an education-specific organization, and his current research focus involves 

employment and inequality. 

Alumni did not always follow up their discussion of such challenges with a set of policy 

proposals to address the neighborhood issues they had identified, but the fact that alumni were 

quick to note ways in which neighborhood factors interact with school factors can be seen again 

in Chapter Six’s discussion of the LEE National Organizing Leadership Network, and the issues 

for which the group has elected to advocate. 

Ineffective leadership. Moving from neighborhood-level to building-level, several 

alumni talked about leadership as a problem in their placements, with many pointing to 

ineffective or absent leaders as barriers to success in their placement schools. Three of these 
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alumni (TFA#004, TFA#005, TFA#037) pointed to general leadership issues, one of whom 

described the school’s lack of organization and systems by describing the chaos created by a 

teacher absence: 

There weren’t really strong systems in the school. When I mean systems, I 
mean like when a teacher was absent, we rearranged the schedule every single 
morning. So during the wintertime, [at] 7 a.m., when [a teacher] called in sick, we 
[would] have to reformat the schedule … so that we would have coverage. And 
that wasn’t in line with the teachers contract, which none of us really had a 
problem with, but it also just wasn’t good for the kids. Like it wasn’t good to 
change like the number of minutes in a period every other day or who they see…. 
It was a small school, so we would have to rearrange and say, “Okay, now periods 
are going to be 45 minutes and we’re going to have eight of them as opposed to 
seven 60-minute periods.” (TFA#004) 

Alumni also pointed to leadership turnover in their schools, and two even described school 

leaders who were simply not around most days of the week (TFA#011, TFA#018). 

Leadership is not just a matter of ensuring classes run on time, however, as principals are 

responsible for myriad decisions that impact students, families, teachers, and staff. In addition to 

general management concerns, alumni in this sample discussed culture and professional 

development as challenges they faced, challenges that fall well within a principal’s purview. 

Leaders, including school leaders, set the tone in their organizations or buildings and are 

responsible for establishing organizational culture. Separate from their thoughts about poor 

management systems, a number of alumni discussed problems associated with negative school 

culture and an environment that was not conducive to learning. According to one alum: 

And we just dealt with behavior all the time. Student fights were very 
common. Trashcan fires were very common. Student altercations with each other 
or staff were a daily occurrence. Student suspensions; we really had no school-
wide behavior systems at all in the placement so I think all of those things just 
detracted from us being able to really teach content and make a lot of gains with 
students. (TFA#037) 

Not all cases of negative culture could be ascribed to ineffective leadership. In some cases, 

resources would have helped. One alum related a particular story in which the principal, facing 

budget cuts, eliminated the guidance counselor position, in spite of a clear need for that role in 

the school building (TFA#035). 
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School leaders are also ultimately responsible for the development of their teachers. Four 

alumni in this sample specifically pointed to a lack of professional development and meaningful 

feedback designed to improve teaching effectiveness as a deficiency in their building. One of 

these alum described his frustration at the ways in which time was used at staff meetings that 

should have been used for developing teachers, saying: 

[W]ithin my department there was a great lack of professional development, 
and, it sounds cruel, but there was a lack of understanding of how to meet grade 
level content objectives for the students in front of us. And so because of that 
[deficiency] there wasn’t professional development geared towards [developing 
that understanding]. … The focus of professional development or staff meetings 
was very rarely on the nitty-gritty, nuts-and-bolts of, “Okay, we have students that 
have to learn algebra [but who] can't add integers. What are we going to do?” And 
so as a result, you do a lot of figuring out on your own which is exhausting and 
painful. And you go sit in a meeting where we’re talking [about] how we’re going 
to spend our 37-1/2 minutes or something like that, and it’s frustrating. 
(TFA#008) 

Rather than focusing on logistical issues, such as how to execute bureaucratic mandates, in staff 

meetings, alums would have preferred time spent on building pedagogical and management 

skills. Furthermore, the alum cited here currently works on math curriculum design, including 

the design of accompanying professional development, and credits his TFA experiences for 

instilling an appreciation for the importance of the professional development piece. 

Given TFA’s focus on leadership during their selection process, the way in which TFA 

leadership see the organization as, at least in part, a leadership development organization (Kopp, 

2011), and even the organization’s institutional emphasis on leadership, encapsulated in its 

framework for teachers, Teaching as Leadership (Farr, 2010), perhaps complaints about 

leadership should not surprise us. Surprising or unsurprising, however, the difficulties that TFA 

alums recall stemming from ineffective leadership have policy consequences that include, but are 

not limited to the creation of alternative pipelines for school leadership, like KIPP’s principal-

training program (Cumming, 2000). 

Narrow curriculum. Four alumni discussed the narrowing of the curriculum in their 

schools. In particular, alums pointed the abundance of scripted materials, in particular materials, 
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over authentic instruction (TFA#013, TFA#017, TFA#022), one of whom quoted his principal as 

having said, “Every season is testing season, there’s no such thing as art.” (TFA#022) Another 

alum thought his school placed too great an emphasis on the mechanics of reading, with too little 

emphasis on higher-order skills and critical thinking, though he acknowledged that public 

statements made by the network’s leadership suggest a retreat from these strategies in the wake 

of Common Core implementation (TFA#024). 

Veteran teachers. Three alumni discussed the notion that there were some teachers in 

their buildings who were either unable to manage their classrooms (TFA#037), or who were 

verbally abusive towards children (TFA#023, TFA#027). One of these teachers related a 

particular instance that has stuck with her since her time in TFA in the 1990s, recalling: 

[There was] this horrible teacher who was the head of my department, Social 
Studies and Language Arts, and she and I got into a yelling match in the middle of 
the hallway because she called – and I'm not saying he wasn’t a difficult child 
because he was – but she screamed at him, “You are nothing but filth!” And I – 
like in the Exorcist – I spun around. I was like “WHAT?” (TFA#023) 

Exacerbating this problem at some schools was a dearth of veteran teachers who might, as 

discussed below, have a positive influence on students and culture, and problems of teacher 

turnover, with, in some cases, teachers spending less than six months in the building (TFA#025, 

TFA#035). The stories about veteran teachers that were offered in the context of school 

challenges become important again in the next chapter, where they reappear in alumni reflections 

on teacher accountability as well as teacher preparation policy. 

Insufficient resources. Another alum discussed the complete lack of curricular materials 

at the school, beyond the descriptions of those who reported resource constraints, and the 

challenge of having to start teaching with nothing but the state’s standards as guidance? 

(TFA#019). Two alumni discussed the dearth of resources in their school as a significant 

challenge. One alum, who told a story about budget cuts leading to the elimination of the schools 

guidance counselor position, also described losing the school’s gifted and talented teacher as a 

result of budget cuts. One alums related a story in which, after asking for paper to make copies of 
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a passage for his class, she was told to put the passage on a transparency and have the kids copy 

it by hand; this same alum discussed the overcrowding that was happening in the school, with 

too few desks and not enough space in classrooms (TFA#013). 

PLACEMENT SCHOOL STRENGTHS 

Though alumni were quick to identify challenges they faced in their placements, critical 

reflections include some good aspects of school operations in addition to the bad and the ugly. 

As noted earlier, some items on the list of things going well reflect the challenges faced in other 

buildings. Items from the list of challenges that do not have a counterpart here include 

neighborhood factors and school resources. TFA, however, does not place its members in 

affluent neighborhoods or heavily-resourced schools. Additionally, no study participant offered 

examples of broad curricula that would counter the concerns about test prep that are cited above. 

Veteran teachers. Several alumni recalled the positive impact that more experienced 

teachers had on their school. These responses could be further broken into two general 

categories. Ten alumni discussed the benefits of having veteran teachers who were supportive 

and helpful to new teachers. Four participants noted that the presence of veteran teachers who 

were part of their school’s broader community and pointed to the impact that veteran teachers in 

the building had on the tone and culture of the building. 

One alum, who felt well-supported by the veterans in his building also noted that TFA 

might do more to encourage new teachers to tap into this source of support, saying:  

I found a ton of long-standing veteran teachers that were very dedicated and 
eager to support me along the way. And I think that’s something that is lost in the 
shuffle in terms of the broader dialogue, and also I’m not sure it’s something that 
TFA always does a great job of ensuring that opportunity is fully leveraged. 
(TFA#007) 

One alum recalled receiving helpful advice from a veteran teacher in her placement school, 

advice which yielded a successful result for a student with whom this alum had struggled as a 

new teacher. In reflecting on this anecdote, the alum, who had described the existence of bad-
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apple teachers in the building as well, noted that mentorship is important, in particular for new 

teachers, saying, “She learned that somewhere. She didn’t magically know that right. She learned 

it from 25 years of teaching experience and was able to give me that knowledge” (TFA#023). 

This alum, who won a seat on a district-level school board, further noted some years after 

completing TFA, “That’s why you need experienced teachers in the schools with Teach For 

America [corps members].” 

Alumni also noted that there were teachers in the building who had ties to, and who 

understood the broader context and community in which the school was located. One alum 

described a gratitude for the support she received from veteran teachers who had a much deeper 

understanding of the neighborhood than she did as, not just as a new teacher, but also as 

somebody new to the community, stating: 

I liked that there were teachers from or near by the community that were in 
the school. I didn’t know much about Chicano history in California. I am from the 
south. I grew up in the black/white paradigm, so the context in California and the 
racial ethnic politics and communities – I just wasn’t familiar with…. There were 
these educators who connected to parents and families either because they were 
familiar with that community, the spoke Spanish, they were Chicano or Mexican 
American themselves, and I needed their support to acclimate myself to Linwood. 
So I appreciated that. (TFA#017) 

The presence of veteran teachers also impacts school tone and culture, especially in instances 

where teachers either lived in the same neighborhood as their school, and cases where teachers 

and students shared a cultural background. 

Effective leadership. Just as several participants listed poor leadership as a challenging 

aspect of their placement, a number of participants pointed specifically to their school’s 

leadership when asked about what was going well in their placement school. Many of these 

responses generally pointed towards good leadership and good management in general, but a few 

alumni did venture into greater specifics. Two alumni (TFA#026, TFA#035) felt their respective 

principals had afforded them a level of autonomy that helped them feel “empowered and trusted” 

(TFA#026). One of them described the situation as follows: 
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I think some of the really strong positives were that both of my Principals 
gave me a lot of autonomy once they recognized that I was coming in with a 
certain mindset and had goals to teach my students to the best of my ability. I 
consistently got, from both of them, support when I needed it. And they weren’t 
overly present in my classrooms, but they would sometimes come in and just hang 
out and that was really great. And if I asked for help, they gave it to me. I felt very 
respected, but also treated like, “You know what? I’m going to be hands-off with 
you. Keep doing what you’re doing.” (TFA#035) 

Two alumni also pointed to their principals’ visions for their school and their instruction. 

One alum recalled her principal’s commitment to aligning instruction with state standards, 

though this alum was cited earlier for the view that scripted curricula were overused in the 

building (TFA#017). Another alum noted that his school had a leader with a strong vision, which 

included teachers accessing robust professional development: 

[The school] functioned well in the sense that it had a strong leader who had 
a vision [and] knew what he wanted to do, both academically, and also in terms of 
the culture of the building. And that didn’t mean that there was broad agreement 
among the faculty about what he was doing, but he was a strong leader with a 
strong vision. He, as part of that vision, really did have a focus on professional 
development, and so we had access to outside professional development that not 
all new teachers have.” (TFA#016) 

Six alumni pointed their school’s culture as a strength. Of these six alums, three pointed 

to a generally positive culture and tone in their buildings (TFA#004, TFA#011, TFA#024). One 

of this set of alumni described a school environment that was largely safe, and in which teachers 

worked quite collaboratively (TFA#011). Three alumni pointed more specifically to the active 

involvement of their students’ parents and the larger community (TFA#016, TFA#020, 

TFA#032). According to one alum: 

When I think about the assets of my school, we have 1,000s of students and 
families who are committed to the best sort of academic experience for their 
children…. I would have many meetings with [parents] in their home or at my 
school site, at a basketball game, around [the topic of], “I really want this for my 
daughter, I really want this for my son. I really want them to be successful not 
only here, but beyond.” And so there was this yearning like any mother, father, 
aunt, uncle, grandma, grandpa wanted for their children. It was very transparent 
[and] very pervasive. (TFA#032) 

Just as poor leadership fosters poor school culture, effective leadership is required to ensure 

safety and collaboration among teachers. 
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Four alumni noted a commitment to professional development in their schools 

(TFA#004, TFA#006, TFA#016, TFA#025). As described by one of these alums: 

I was out of the classroom my first couple of years for ten to fifteen days a 
year for professional development, which was wild and totally different than 
anything that you would get in New York City. And the PD wasn’t bad; it was 
actually… very practical. I felt like it wasn’t giving me the theoretical framework 
that I wanted, but it was definitely raising me to a level above what I would have 
been otherwise. And it was giving me like what I needed tomorrow, not what I 
needed … in a long-term career type of thing. So that was great. And there were 
some good coaching within my school. (TFA#006) 

This response, as well as the response of the alum cited earlier for bemoaning the waste of 

faculty meeting time, also highlights the needs of TFA teachers, who are neophytes of pedagogy 

and classroom management, and have just five weeks of training under their belts. As with the 

alum cited above, whose appreciation for the importance of professional development grew due 

to a lack of it during his TFA time, another alum cited TFA-related experience with good 

professional development as a factor in his support for professional development activities later 

in his career (TFA#016). 

In many ways, alumni thoughts on their schools’ strengths and their schools’ challenges 

mirror each other, highlighting the importance of the items that appear on both lists. Alumni in 

this sample indicated that effective leaders foster stronger school culture and create opportunities 

for professional development, while ineffective leadership is associated with weaker building-

culture and fewer opportunities for professional development – professional development being 

particularly important for teachers with limited pre-service training. It is worth noting that 

previous research has discussed TFA alumni’s desire to lead schools as stemming from what 

they witnessed in their placements, and the idea that they could do better. According to Harvard 

Education Professor Jal Mehta (2013), TFA alumni head schools and charter networks “in part 

because of a desire to create better conditions than those they experienced as teachers” (p. 287) 

The value of a faculty that has at least some veteran teachers is evident from the 

responses that indicate issues stemming from a lack of veteran teachers, and the responses 

explicitly noting their helpfulness. Veteran teachers serve as mentors to teachers who are in the 
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early stages of their careers, help maintain a positive tone in the building, and help new teachers 

connect with their communities seems important to the members of this sample, whether the new 

teachers are TFA teachers or not. This theme is particularly interesting, given the reputation that 

neoliberal education policymakers, and TFA as an organization, have for de-emphasizing the 

value of experienced teachers.  

TEACHERS UNIONS 

Teachers unions are an important player in the education policy space, and, given this 

dissertation’s focus on TFA alumni in policy, interviews included questions about participants’ 

opinions of and experiences with teachers unions. The popular narrative concerning Teach For 

America, TFA teachers, and America’s teachers unions is one of conflict. The mutual antipathy 

that characterizes the popular discourse around TFA and the teachers unions belies the more 

complicated nature of the relationship between these camps. Some TFA alumni running for 

public office are battling union-backed candidates, while others have received union 

endorsements, and some TFA alumni have found their way to prominent union positions. Indeed, 

the United Teachers Los Angeles, the nation’s second largest local teachers union is headed by 

Alex Caputo Pearl, a TFA alum. Steve Zimmer, who won a seat on LA’s Board of Education, 

and Mark Levine, a New York City Councilman, were both endorsed by the local teachers union 

chapters in their respective races. A statement by UFT president Michael Mulgrew stated, “As a 

former UFT member -- and as a public school parent -- Mark has a deep understanding of the 

needs of our schools and the critical role played by teachers…As a Councilmember, he will be a 

leader in fighting for students, teachers, and the education system as a whole, and we are proud 

to endorse him” (C. Katz, 2013). 

While more participants reported negative impressions of unions stemming from their 

TFA time, several took away positive impressions of their unions, and, in fact, six study-

participants served as the leader of their school’s union chapter during their TFA commitment. 
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Participants in this sample, however, largely admitted limited interactions with their school’s 

unions. It is also important to note that not all study participants were members of unions, as the 

sample includes charter school teachers as well as teachers placed in states where unions are 

relatively weak, including Houston, the Mississippi Delta, New Mexico, and Phoenix.  

A number of alumni evinced a positive attitude towards unions, though two of these 

respondents admitted a limited interaction with their unions during their times as corps members. 

One alum described the support provided by the school’s chapter leader on both instructional 

issues as well as matters like saving for retirement: 

We had a really active and supportive union chapter leader. She was our 
computer teacher … and she was very supportive of us as new teachers.… She 
was always looking out in terms of, “Hey, here are things that you should do.” I 
remember her talking to us about retirement. And she [said], “I know … you’re 
21, you're not thinking about retirement, but you actually need to start thinking 
about retirement you know.” So I remember her being always someone you could 
go to [and say], “I'm really struggling with the kids [and] I don’t know what to do. 
Diane, how do I do this?” So she was always supportive in that sense, and she 
also had been at the school for a longtime so she had really relationships with kids 
and families and that was helpful. (TFA#025) 

One participant, who became the school’s chapter leader during her second year, valued 

her experiences interacting with other chapter leaders, and being part of the broader labor 

process, even if she did not agree with everything that her local union was promoting: 

That was a great learning experience. I got to spend time with other chapter 
leaders across the district and really understand what happens in the world of 
labor and what you are advocating for. Some things I agreed with and some things 
I completely disagreed with. But it was definitely eye-opening, and I value the 
process of labor and think it should be about working collaboratively with district 
representatives to ensure teachers are supported in being the best teachers for 
kids. Not just supported for the sake of being supported. (TFA#044) 

Two alumni also described the positive impressions that stemmed from a lack of acrimony 

between the union and, in one instance, school leaders (TFA#007), and district leaders in the 

other example (TFA#006). 

Certainly a number of alumni expressed opinions much more critical of teachers unions 

based on their experiences teaching. Five members of this set of alumni also admitted limited 
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interaction with their own chapters. Of the 11 study participants who related a more negative 

experience with their various unions, all but one expressed discontent that the interests of 

students and children often took a back seat to adult concerns. This impression was captured well 

by one alum who gave the following example of his school’s union/administration dynamic: 

The most flagrant example that I could give was we had a lot of teachers who 
arrived at school right as the bell rang at 8:00 AM and therefore were not fully 
prepared to begin teaching at that moment because they were just running through 
the door, and my principal asked if people would commit to everyone coming in 
at 7:50 so that we would all be ready to go at 8:00, and the union complained and 
threatened formal action if he brought it up again. I just remember that it seemed 
so crazy. That seemed so crazy. (TFA#030) 

Three participants also pointed to specific incidents in which their union was involved in 

defending teachers who these alumni thought did not deserve to be defended (TFA#015, 

TFA#016, TFA#024). One alum described these instances as the only time he even really saw 

the union: 

We saw the union when they came in to defend a low-performing teacher. 
That’s when the union showed up at my school. They showed up at my school to 
spend their time defending the teachers who those of us on the faculty, coming to 
school every day, knew were the lowest performing teachers and that’s who the 
union was. The union were the people who showed up to defend the teachers who 
I knew I didn’t want my kids to have as teachers. (TFA#016) 

These perceptions did more than just leave a sour taste in the mouths of alumni. In many cases, 

alumni reported limiting their union interaction on account of these feelings. 

LIMITED INTERACTION 

A large proportion of the alumni who participated in this study discussed feeling fairly 

indifferent to their union. As one alum related, “I paid my dues and got my t-shirt but didn’t 

really have any interaction with that.” (TFA#042) More than a dozen participants reported a 

limited interaction with the union. A report of limited interaction was not mutually exclusive 

with positive or negative impressions. In some instances, though not all, participants offered 

explanations for their lack of interaction; among those who did offer a reason for the limited 
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interaction, the primary reasons were a lack of desire to get involved with union affairs, and a 

lack of time for union activity. 

Several respondents indicated a lack of interest in union conversations. One person 

indicated a general lack of desire to get involved without specifying the reason (TFA#022). Four 

alumni in this set were among those who reported that the conversations in union meetings were, 

in the words of one alum, more about “adults arguing with each other” (TFA#035), rather than 

matters directly concerning student achievement. Another alum from this set allowed that she 

was not opposed to unions on principle, but her experience with her chapter was not positive: 

I joined and paid my dues, and I like the idea that there … is a group of 
people who are thinking about the best interests of teachers and what could make 
the job more sustainable. I think that that’s a valuable [role] in theory, but for the 
most part, the energy that I got from the union I saw as just negative and related 
[to] getting dues, and also if a teacher was having a problem basically defending 
them. (TFA#015) 

Two alumni acknowledged a limited understanding of the purpose of unions, and thus tended to 

steer clear (TFA#001, TFA#028). Two alumni also acknowledged that they were not thinking of 

their placement as long-term, and thus elected not to get too heavily involved (TFA#017, 

TFA#020). 

Two alumni pointed to a lack of time, in particular as new teachers struggling to handle 

the classroom aspects of the job (TFA#028, TFA#032). One alum described her thought process 

as follows: 

As a corps member and even as an alum teacher, I was … a union member. I 
was always a paying union member every year I taught. I wasn’t active though. I 
wasn’t the union site rep, I would not go to union meetings and I think that's why 
I have tremendous respect for people who are in the teachers union, who are 
serving in those positions. Teaching was enough for me right? Teaching was long 
hours. I would wrap up around four, five, six o’clock after working with some 
students after school or going out to home visits, and then it would be gym time, 
and food, and lesson planning. So, I would say I used the excuse that I don’t have 
time to get involved with unions. (TFA#032) 

Two reported limited union activity in their schools (TFA#006, TFA#031), though one of 

these alums also noted that the union did provide professional development (TFA#031). One 
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alum, who was teaching in Houston at the time, described joining an alternative organization, the 

Congress of Houston Teachers (TFA#016). One alum limited his involvement at the time to 

matters pertaining to immigrant rights and bilingual education (TFA#040). 

Teachers unions feature prominently in debates and discussions about education policy, 

they are among the top targets of the education reformers, and their role in education 

policymaking through collective bargaining in states where that is allowed, and electioneering is 

hard to understate. TFA alumni in policy, in particular those who lead districts, frequently work 

with unions, and it is not hard to imagine that alum’s experiences in schools have impacted their 

predispositions towards the teachers unions. Not all alumni in this sample belonged to a union, 

and, even among those who did, a large proportion reported limited involvement and 

engagement with their unions. In some instances, union activity was limited, and in others this 

was a conscious choice. Of those who were comfortable offering an opinion, a little more than 

half offered thoughts that were not flattering to their union chapters, in particular reporting a 

perception that their unions prioritized the interests of teachers over the needs of children. 

Others, however, noted that their union leaders had offered assistance and guidance on both 

teaching-related matters and life lessons like saving for retirement. 

CONCLUSION 

Teach For America teachers are subject to many influences during their time in the TFA 

teaching corps. Some of these experiences, in particular early experiences like TFA’s summer 

training institute and other pre-service activities do provide TFA an opportunity to influence 

teachers, as does the ongoing interaction that TFA teachers have with the organization through 

their TFA coaches. Members of TFA’s teaching corps, however, spend most of their time away 

from the central organization, interacting with teachers in their building (both TFA and non-

TFA), as well as students, parents, and administrators. As such, TFA has limited control over 

many important influences that are at play where their teachers work. This chapter examined the 
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responses TFA alumni in policy gave to questions about their motivations to apply to and join 

TFA, as well as participant’s reflections on their school-based experiences. These responses are 

most directly applicable to this study’s first research question, though the reflections above, in 

particular those regarding attitudes towards unions, relate to Research Question Two.  

Participants gave a variety of reasons for their attraction to TFA, with responses largely 

fitting into the categories suggested by previous research, as described in Chapter II. This sample 

provided ample evidence that collective motivations, those linked to TFA’s educational equity 

mission, as well as individual motivations, involving personal gain, are factors that drew this set 

of people to the organization. Alumni who participated in this study, however, emphasized their 

collective motivations for joining TFA, and many linked their decision to apply with their 

attraction to TFA’s mission. Unlike previous research on TFA, this study focuses on the alumni 

who have chosen policy careers, whether or not they planned on doing so when they applied 

TFA. As such, expressing support for TFA’s mission might not be a surprise. Further, given the 

semi-structured nature of the protocol, participants weren’t asked specifically about whether they 

were also compelled to apply to TFA out of individual motivations, and participants’ reflections 

on the broad impacts of their participation on their personal and professional lives included ways 

in which they had built skills tangible skills. Additionally, as highlighted in responses that did 

explicitly discuss prestige, many alumni were considering options that were prestigious and that 

would have yielded personal and professional benefits. For these alums, prestige was a 

prerequisite to joining. 

In their reflections on the more general impacts of TFA participation on TFA 

participants, the alumni interviewed here stressed the perspective they gained on educational 

issues by spending time in the classroom and the deeper appreciation for the interplay between 

poverty and education. Some alumni discussed growing up in low-income settings, but for most 

members of this sample, TFA offered their first real experience with less affluent communities. 

Alumni in this sample drew on these perspectives frequently, thinking about how they might 

have reacted to a given policy as a teacher, or what a proposal might actually look like when 
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implemented in a classroom. Participants also discussed how the memories of their former 

students served as motivation in their current lines of work, providing inspiration in tough 

moments and a reminder of why their current work is important. This motivation was not based 

solely on fond recollections, however, as participants noted that the success their students 

achieved ought to be replicable at a larger scale. The broad impacts of TFA participation on TFA 

alumni will reemerge in Chapter VI, where participants’ thoughts on TFA alumni in the policy 

world are explored. 

Participants’ reflections on their individual placement schools zeroed in on themes 

connected to the importance of leadership. This could be seen from alums whose reflections 

included strong leadership as a school strength as well as those who recalled weak leadership as 

a challenge. The alumni in this study also discussed the benefits of having veteran teachers who 

can mentor new teachers and help with school climate and culture. Beyond the school building, 

and echoing their thoughts on how their TFA experience had given them a deeper appreciation 

for the challenges of learning in a low-income setting, several alumni pointed to neighborhood 

factors when discussing challenges they and their colleagues faced. While unions did not come 

up during discussions of their schools’ strengths and challenges, the alums in this sample were 

divided on whether their union had been a positive or negative factor in their schools. 

Participants in this sample acknowledge that TFA had changed their perspectives and 

even their career trajectories, lending strength to Kopp’s long-term theory of action – that 

program participants will find the experience to be transformational, and that their experiences 

will heavily influence their later work. One of the sub-question of interest for Research Question 

One asks whether TFA’s alumni-turned-policy makers would have pursued such endeavors if 

they had not done TFA. To be sure, not all alumni had mapped out much of a plan at they time 

they joined TFA, while others reported entirely changing their plans as a result of participating in 

TFA. A handful of alumni knew they wanted to work on education policy, and saw TFA as a 

route to those jobs that would give them some first-hand experience. Some alumni figured they 

would have gone into policy, but they doubted that they would have focused on education. In 
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almost no cases, however, did alumni think they would have ended up in education policy jobs 

with on-the-ground experience were it not for TFA.  

This chapter discussed the reflections of TFA alumni in policy on the more general ways 

in which their TFA participation and their placement school experiences have influenced them.  

The next chapter focuses on study participants’ views on three current education policy topics, 

charters and choice, teacher evaluation and accountability, and teacher preparation, and more 

specific ways in which their experience with TFA informed those opinions. 
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V. ALUMNI REFLECTIONS ON POLICY AND 

THE IMPACT OF TFA ON POLICY PREFERENCES 

I think that we all have different perspectives and are critically thinking 
individuals and it’s really interesting in [our state] right now where we have this 
charter bill. You know the charter advocates say that it strengthens the charter 
law. The union advocates say that it weakens the public schools. And we had 
hearings in the Senate last week and I think there were probably something like 
75 [people] that came down to advocate against the bill. And I would say 
probably 45 of them were Teach For America alum. (TFA#036) 

Teach For America’s long-term theory of change is predicated on the notion that the 

experience of spending two years teaching in a low-income setting will turn participants into 

lifelong advocates on matters of educational equity. The previous chapter examined the 

reflections of TFA alumni-turned-policymakers on aspects of the TFA experience itself, as well 

as broad ways in which the experience has impacted them personally in their lives and work. 

This chapter focuses on ways in which these TFA alumni in policy think about three particular 

education policy topics – charter schools and school choice, teacher evaluation and 

accountability, and teacher selection and preparation – and how their TFA experiences 

influenced their beliefs and preferences on these issues, as well as ways in which TFA itself 

engages in these policy debates. The analyses in this chapter bear on all three of the study’s 

research questions. In addition to asking participants about their policy preferences, providing 

information with which to address this study’s first research question, I ask about ways in which 

their TFA experiences have informed and influenced those views, as well as whether participants 

can point to other influences or experiences that have had an impact on their policy preferences 

to get at this study’s second research question. Discussion of TFA’s activities in these three 

policy debates informs the study’s third research question. 

As noted previously, these issues represent flashpoints in the policy debates between 

reformers who favor market-based, neoliberal policy reforms and those who are fighting the 

neoliberal elements of education reform. Giving choice to students and their families, according 
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to neoliberal policy advocates, is good not just because families should be able to choose what is 

best for them, but also because such choice will foster competition between schools. Similar 

mechanisms are in play when considering teacher preparation and alternative routes to the 

classroom and breaking the stranglehold that education schools and other members of the 

“education cartel” have on selecting and training new teachers (Bowdon, 2009). Further, charter 

schools are not unionized, increasing their attractiveness to neoliberal policymakers who view 

unions as impediments to leaders’ capacity to implement changes. Accountability policies, at 

various levels, have been the hallmark of neoliberal education reformers, with accountability 

proposals aimed at districts, schools, and teachers. I focus on teacher-level accountability, as 

participant experiences seem likely to be linked more closely to this teacher-level accountability 

than school-level accountability policy for most teachers. 

As a formal organization, TFA has had markedly different levels of engagement on the 

three issues of interest in this chapter. Teacher evaluation and accountability policies and matters 

of school choice do not directly impact TFA’s day-to-day operations. Policies governing teacher 

selection and training, however, bear heavily on the organization’s existence and operations, 

forcing TFA to spend more energy directly engaging lawmakers and policymakers on matters 

pertaining to teacher preparation. Further, the organization was initially conceived as a way to 

help address teacher shortages through the creation of a national teacher corps (Kopp, 1989), and 

TFA itself is an alternative pathway to teaching. Teacher preparation is baked into TFA’s ethos. 

In their work at various levels and in various locations, TFA alumni are involved in all 

three of these policy areas. Alumni have founded and currently lead charter schools and 

networks across the country. As school leaders, district leaders, and policymakers, alumni have 

grappled with definitions, adoptions, and implementations of various teacher evaluation models 

and accountability schemes. TFA alumni voices are also found in conversations and debates 

focused on teacher recruitment and training. 
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CHARTER SCHOOLS AND SCHOOL CHOICE 

The potential that charter schools hold for market- and choice-based forms of education 

delivery have long made them a darling of neoliberal education policy reformers. When the first 

cohort of TFA teachers entered their classrooms in the fall of 1990, there were no charter schools 

in America. The landscape of educational institutions has changed dramatically, and now, a 

substantial portion of TFA’s 25th cohort is teaching in charter schools. Indeed in some cities, 

more than half of the incoming corps members have been placed in charters (Kretchmar et al., 

2014). TFA itself did not launch the charter school movement, but the organization and its 

alumni are intricately tied to the growth and trajectory of the sector in the days since. 

Publicly, as noted earlier, TFA maintains a neutral stance in debates on the merits of 

charter schools versus traditional district schools, but the alumni in this study characterized TFA 

as pro-charter. One alum who was familiar with TFA’s public relations initiative, acknowledged 

the public perception but looked to make the point that TFA’s focus lay elsewhere, saying, 

“Now, did anybody actually believe we didn’t have a position on charter schools? Not really, but 

we didn’t” (TFA#016). 

Critics, even TFA alumni, argue that this ostensible agnosticism belies a reality in which 

TFA is not just sympathetic towards charter schools, but outright supportive. One alum with 

extensive experience in the Los Angeles area described the role TFA played in helping charters 

expand during LAUSD’s recession-related budget crisis. The district froze hiring at traditional 

district schools, and charters, according to this alum, were reluctant to hire excess teachers given 

“their whole line is that LAUSD sucked so much that we have to have a completely different 

school” (TFA#040). This alum went to on say that “the availability of a non-unionized much less 

expensive labor force … enabled charters to expand at the rate that they did during the budget 

crisis.” TFA also joined Harlem Success network and Democrats for Education Reform, 

contributing $5,000 to an Albany lobbyist to push the New York legislature to raise the cap on 

charter schools in the state (Campanile, 2010). 
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The linkages between Teach for America and the charter school sector are not lost on 

TFA alumni. Indeed, when asked to ponder a world without Teach for America, most 

respondents reflected on the organization’s role in the growth of the charter school sector. 

Without TFA, Knowledge Is Power Program charter network (KIPP) would almost certainly 

never have been started. When asked what he might have done had Wendy Kopp not founded 

TFA, Mike Feinberg, TFA alum and co-founder of KIPP, quipped, “There would be one more 

lawyer at the bottom of the ocean.” He went on to joke, “I tell Wendy all the time, she should 

feel like a proud grandma.”  

Beyond producing Mike Feinberg and Dave Levin, TFA has produced over 1000 school 

leaders and principals (Teach For America, 2016c). Though TFA’s materials do not indicate how 

many of these alumni are leading charters and how many are leading traditional district schools, 

a 2010 report stated that two-thirds of KIPP’s principals were TFA alumni (Stone & Tierney, 

2010), and a number of study participants noted connections with fellow alums leading charter 

schools, both KIPP schools and schools in other networks. It is not unlikely that a significant 

proportion, if not a majority, of those alumni leading schools are leading charter schools. 

Perhaps one of the most important ways in which TFA supports the charter school sector 

is by providing a pipeline of teachers. In conversations with Luis de la Feunte, currently the 

managing director of the Eli and Edith Broad Foundation, about expanding their operations by 

opening additional schools in Detroit, representatives from KIPP and Rocketship, another 

prominent charter management organization, stated that the presence of TFA in a district was a 

plus when considering sites for expansion, since TFA is an important source of human capital for 

their schools (Sommer & Berkshire, 2014). In some instances charter networks maintain explicit 

partnerships with TFA (Lighthouse Academies, 2016, IDEA, Rocketship). Feinberg, following 

his proud grandma joke, went as far as to say: 

I feel that KIPP is an outgrowth of Teach for America…. I think I’ve always 
felt like KIPP has a responsibility to do what it can to support Teach for America. 
And in an esprit de corps way I’ve always hoped that whatever we are doing that 
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TFA supports our efforts as well. (Feinberg, personal communication, March 17, 
2015) 

Indeed KIPP counts 33% of its teachers as TFA corps members or alumni (KIPP, 2016b). One 

alum, who was familiar with hiring practices at another prominent charter network that counts 

numerous TFA alums among its teachers and principals, discussed the pipeline of TFA alumni to 

the network’s schools, relating that, in her experience, TFA alumni are seeking positions at 

schools with “a great principal who’s going to coach you and support you” (TFA#037). 

Nationally, TFA (2015n) states that 39 percent of alumni teachers work in charter schools, 

compared to 48 percent in traditional district schools; six percent work in private schools, and the 

remaining seven percent in schools categorized by TFA as “other.” 

TFA has also helped KIPP and other charter networks with more than just a pipeline of 

new teachers. Being part of the larger TFA network ensures charter starters access to some of the 

philanthropic world’s deepest pockets (Dillon, 2008; Kretchmar et al., 2014). Specifically in 

relation to KIPP, the organization’s board includes Carrie Walton Penner, of the Walton Family 

Foundation, and Doris Fisher (KIPP, 2016a). Both the Walton Family Foundation and the Doris 

and Donald Fisher Fund are TFA “Champion Investors” (Teach For America, 2015e). 

Charter schools did not exist when Wendy Kopp began pushing her idea of a national 

teacher corps and TFA’s inaugural corps of teachers took up their classroom positions, but the 

stories about the growth of TFA and the growth of charter schools are obviously deeply 

connected. The main connection comes through the work of TFA alumni. In the pages that 

follow, I discuss the reflections of this set of TFA alumni on charter schools and school choice, 

and ways they feel their TFA participation influenced their thinking on this issue. 

ALUMNI ATTITUDES TOWARDS CHARTERS 

The alumni interviewed for this study expressed a variety of thoughts and views on 

charter schools and school choice. The dominant narrative says that TFA and prominent alumni 

are playing an outsized role in the expansion of the charter school sector, and no study 
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participant disputed or downplayed the role of alumni thus far. Responses from participants in 

this study suggest this support is not likely to decrease significantly in the near-term, however, 

they do indicate that the waters will muddy as more TFA alumni express the reservations 

discussed below. While the sample includes staunch advocates of charters and choice, leaders of 

and within charter management organizations, and superintendents who have allowed and 

encouraged the proliferation of charters in their districts, the final sample also included a number 

of alumni who articulated more cautious optimism, a large number who expressed mixed 

feelings, and several dogged skeptics of charter schools and school choice more broadly. Given 

time constraints in some interviews and the availability of public statements by some 

participants, I supplement interview data with information culled from press accounts and public 

statements by public officials. The final sample includes 19 participants who support charters 

with few reservations, seven participants who were not supportive of charter schools, and 15 

alumni with mixed views.  

Pro charter. Most justifications for charter support could be grouped into three broad 

categories, though most respondents provided multiple justifications for their thoughts. 

Participants who supported charters expressed the idea that charter schools were often better 

schools with better results than their neighboring traditional district schools, others discussed the 

policy merits of parental choice, and participants also discussed benefits connected to the 

freedom from the constraints that charter schools have compared to their traditionally managed 

counterparts. 

Parents and families should have choices. Several alumni discussed the merits of 

offering parents and families a range of options from which to choose. These responses all 

included a defense of the notion that parents should have the ability to choose schools that best 

meet their own children’s needs, and participants offering this view included factors for choice 

that went beyond test scores or other narrow definitions of educational quality to include a range 

of factors that parents might consider. One TFA alum stated the case this way: 
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One of the things that I … have come to value very strongly in education for 
kids is diversity – and diversity of options for a diversity of students …. And so 
when I think about … any good class or any good teacher, … there are multiple 
pathways to success for kids. There are multiple options that make sense for 
different people. In some cases that’s a Jewish day school for – a close colleague 
of mine who sends their kids to a Jewish day school for reasons that … really 
follow her family tradition and faith. For others it’s . . . a Montessori school. For 
others it’s [a] traditional school. For others it’s [a] church school. For others it’s 
[a] magnet school. But I really think there’s a lot of strength in that diversity of 
option. (TFA#011) 

This TFA alum attributed some of his support for diversity of educational options to his own 

days as a TFA teacher, and subsequently as a TFA staff member, from which he took away the 

lesson that a “one size fits all is so far from what students or communities need.” 

An evident theme among the charter supporters was the belief that choice begets quality. 

These alums included similar discussions of the benefits and dimensions of choice, but added 

thoughts on the market mechanisms that they felt would motivate teachers and administrators to 

address issues. One alum described the pressure as follows: 

I think nothing forces a school to be responsive to parents and to make sure 
they’re satisfied with the education that their kids are getting than the ability to 
walk – the ability to say I’m going to a different school that I feel is going to meet 
my child’s needs better. And that can be academic. It can be sort of from the 
social … I mean I’ve talked to people that exercise school choice options because 
of bullying and other things, not just purely academic, but other things that impact 
the academic success of their student. (TFA#034) 

Another alum, in recollecting the ways in which her TFA experience had led her to 

believe that parental choice could help improve schools, thought about the “bad apple” teachers 

discussed in Chapter IV, and related that her principal had only been able to fire one of them for 

making indecent comments to students. She followed up by saying:  

So one thing that’s attractive about school choice is it seems like, at the very 
least parents have some flexibility in where their kids go, and at the very least 
parents can kind of make changes … and I think it has caused some public 
schools to have to reflect internally a little bit on who they have on staff. 
(TFA#035) 

An undercurrent to the responses of those who prioritized parent and student choice was 

the idea that the freedom from bureaucratic mandates, and the autonomy that accompanies 
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charter status, are helpful in creating innovative schools. One alum characterized the mechanism 

as follows: 

I think when I was teaching there were so many ideas that I thought 
about…things that I think should have made school much more interesting for 
students. I felt like any Principal and any teacher that went fully by the book ... 
[and did] everything in accordance with all the compliance [mandates] and other 
bureaucratic rules and regulations [that] were there, ... one, they wouldn’t have 
had enough time to think, but they also wouldn’t have done that much that was 
actually very creative. (TFA#034) 

One particularly interesting comment came from an alum who discussed the way in which the 

charter movement had evolved, leaving innovation and results by the wayside. Charter schools, 

once a means to an end and an option that afforded innovators some leeway to experiment, have 

become an end, in-and-of themselves: 

I feel like we bought charters with a silver bullet way too much on the 
education reform side of the house.… In the '90s, everybody was just sort of 
trying to innovate, right, like with bubblegum and duct tape, and part of that was, 
“How do we create new school models?” There was no pathway for that to 
happen, so everybody was just innovating, schools within schools, partner 
schools.… I can’t even remember why the term charter came to be, but … the 
focus was on the innovation. The focus was on results. The focus was on new 
models. The focus was on, “How do we figure out new ways of serving kids to 
get results?” 

 
Then, all of a sudden it became about charters being the thing, and I don't 

think that was good. Obviously, there’s good charters. There’s terrible charters. 
There are charters that are effective. There are charters that are a disaster. I think 
there became a mentality at some point that district, traditional district schools are 
fatally flawed and charter schools are the answer. I don't believe that. I’m an 
unabashed charter supporter but I think that swing was very dangerous, and I 
think we are still suffering from that as a movement right now. (TFA#026) 

Few alumni, however, discussed the political aspects of charters within the education reform 

context as explicitly as this alum did. 

Educational quality. Five alumni talked about the relative quality of charter schools. 

Their responses portrayed a sense that charter schools provided better educational quality when 

compared to district schools. The alums who related these sentiments discussed a number of 

influences. Two alumni worked in district schools, and compared their experiences to those that 
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they heard about from peers in charters that were operating more effectively. One such alum 

described the stories he remembered hearing from classmates in his master’s program, all of 

whom were TFA corps members, saying: 

I didn’t see examples in my corps experience of people working at highly 
functioning district schools. I didn’t hear about that. When I was in my Master’s 
program classes, the people that I heard about who had a really good experiences 
were all at charters… I don’t think that I thought then, and I certainly don’t think 
now, that that means that all charter schools are high-performing or highly 
functional, right? There [are] plenty of them that are not. But, at the time, it felt 
like there was a higher likelihood to me that I would find that in [charter school] 
settings than there was that I would find that in a district school setting. 
(TFA#037) 

Two participants, both of whom had taught fifth grade, recalled stories about students 

who had gone from their fifth grade classrooms to various middle schools. One included a 

description of student who, after making good progress in his class, was suspended early in the 

school year at the middle school across the street. Referencing that middle school, which had a 

poor reputation in the district, this program alum said: 

I just can’t imagine saying to them, “Sorry you have to go to [zoned middle 
school]. You have no other option.” And just how much worse off they would 
have been.… And obviously you have to worry about the systemic effects as well, 
and where that funding is coming from, what the effects are of the schools that are 
there and the students who don’t have teachers and parents who know to place 
them; but … thinking of students of mine that I thought had great potential, … not 
giving them that option is just heartbreaking. (TFA#022) 

Another alum who discussed relative school quality between public schools and charters 

admitted going into a charter school placement as a skeptic. After seeing the difference between 

a district school that was “coasting along,” and a charter school making gains with a similar 

student population, the alum described himself as “radicalized [in support of] charter schools in a 

way that I hadn’t expected” (TFA#024). 

While most members of this sub-group acknowledged issues to attend to, these concerns 

were heavily outweighed by the benefits they identified. More than half of the sample, however, 

expressed a level of reservation about charters and choice sufficient to cool their support or 

oppose charters outright. 
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Anti-charter. My sample included seven TFA alumni who expressed much more 

skeptical views of charter schools than those discussed above. The responses from this group fell 

into three main categories. One category included alums who questioned whether charters really 

served all kids; the second category included alumni who doubted whether charters were 

responsive to community concerns; and the third group worried about resource allocation within 

districts. Though only seven participants expressed views that characterize them as anti-charter, 

the concerns they articulated are shared to lesser degrees by alums, discussed further below, who 

have more mixed opinions. 

Charters do not serve all kids. The most frequently proffered critique of charter schools 

involved questions about whether charters were serving all kids. One alum who had taught 

special education students in an elementary school pointed to his own experiences working to 

find places in charters for his students, saying: 

I think part of my view on charters is influenced by the fact that the students 
that I taught don't show up at charters at all, and I actually had experience trying 
to get a couple of them in charters and it didn’t work out. I think that that is part 
of why I am very skeptical of the current charter model.… I think just having that 
firsthand experience of, “the charter model doesn’t serve the kids that I taught 
who were the neediest kids in San Jose” is something that has probably influenced 
my opinions on that issue. (TFA#027) 

This set of responses also questioned whether families had equitable access to choice. 

One alum noted the disparities that existed in terms of resources required to adequately navigate 

a system of choice (TFA#029). Another alum, discussing a choice-based model that had been 

implemented in another district, cited examples from his district of choice-systems breaking 

down when it came to implementation, noting, “even though a child could select any high 

school, the transportation options in the city are so unbelievably limited, … [so] it was school 

choice in name only” (TFA#036). 

Another alum discussed the ways in which school choice can perpetuate current patterns 

of racial segregation and stratification, saying: “There’s desegregated choices and segregated 

choices. I think there are ways to really make choice more equitable but a sort of deregulated 
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choice, to me, will sort of recreate some of the problems already existing in terms of 

segregation” (TFA#017). In articulating this view, this particular alum also drew on coursework 

done in a graduate program after completing her TFA service, situating school choice within the 

context of segregation academies and white resistance to desegregation.  

Not community focused. Another prominent theme among those who expressed disfavor 

towards charters was the sense that charter schools were not always responsive to community 

wishes, and did not always reflect local interests. One alum, who had been placed in a traditional 

district school, related his reaction to stories he had heard from TFA colleagues who had been 

placed in charters, saying: 

A lot of my friends [in TFA], including my roommate, taught at a charter 
school, and I saw lots of examples [of] their school … doing things because the 
people who ran those schools thought it was best for kids without really asking 
the community. In some cases, there was overlap between what families and 
community members would have wanted [and] with what most people wanted. I 
thought that was great. There were also lots of times where those things didn’t 
align. It felt paternalistic, and it felt like an abuse of privilege, and I think it made 
me significantly less positive on charter schools. (TFA#030) 

One alum admitted a theoretical affection for giving families a menu of options, but when she 

later had the opportunity to participate in the process for reviewing charter proposals, she did not 

see the type of responsiveness to community concerns that she had hoped for. Rather than seeing 

proposals that reflected the local context, she characterized the applications this way: 

I reviewed charter school applications for the authorizers – I was on a review 
committee – and had my first experience … of having a negative opinion because 
some of these are national corporations. And that feeling [that they are] 
carpetbaggers – they are coming into, and they don’t understand the community, 
the dynamics, and they are saying they have the panacea and they are going to 
solve it. That really bothered me. (TFA#019) 

Other critiques. One alum directly addressed resource allocation, relating the sense that 

the traditional district schools had been “gutted of resources” in order to aid charter expansion 

(TFA#029). One alum described a fear that charters were cherry picking students, and that this 

creaming led her to “worry about the kids left behind” (TFA#023). While these critiques were 
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less prominent among this set of alumni, similar arguments are offered by alumni whose feelings 

towards charters were more mixed. 

Mixed feelings. Though several alumni, who were quoted above as broadly supporting 

charter schools, offered reasons why they might hesitate on their support, that hesitation was not 

sufficient to temper their support. A number of alumni expressed deeper reservations and 

feelings better characterized as mixed than either supportive or negative. In most cases, their 

positive feelings are similar to the sentiments expressed by the charter supporters, including an 

interest in creating districts with diverse schools from which parents and children can choose the 

option that feels best for their own needs, and the ability of charter schools to experiment and 

innovate. A number of alumni in this set also expressed support for charters as a part of an 

education reform agenda, but noted that charters were not the silver bullet their proponents often 

describe. 

A number of the reservations expressed by the middle-ground crowd on charter schools 

are similar to those expressed by the skeptics. This set of alums, however, saw these issues as 

insufficient to surmount the positive aspects of choice and charters. Several alumni brought up 

concerns around creaming or the sorting of students into different schools, with parents who 

were better-resourced being able to better navigate their kids into the best schools, leaving kids 

from families with less economic and social capital in schools which were simultaneously losing 

resources. One of these alums discussed ways in which this problem has impacted her thinking 

on larger policy problems. When policy makers consider the options that yield the greatest good 

for the greatest number, the ones who are left out are usually the ones with the greatest need for 

support (TFA#005). One alum discussed problems stemming from a lack of sensitivity to 

community concerns, and the instability that comes from the creation of new schools and the 

closure of neighborhood schools (TFA#035). And one alum in this set also discussed racial 

sorting and segregation as a cause for concern (TFA#004). 

In addition to those concerns, this set of alumni also listed issues that have not yet been 

discussed, though most of these concerns were brought up in isolated interviews. One alum was 
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torn between, on the one hand, her love for what was happening in the charter school in which 

she taught, and, on the other hand, the physical and mental exhaustion which was leading her to 

burnout (TFA#025). 

Three alumni pointed to variation within the charter sector as the cause for their mixed 

feelings. One participant thought about this quite broadly, arguing that local context is an 

important factor in evaluating the concept of school choice (TFA#007). Another, who had 

participated in anti-charter campaigns while in high school in Michigan, but subsequently had a 

positive experience in a New York City charter noted, “For what it’s worth I think Michigan 

charter schools are pretty terrible still. I think I still might do those campaigns just given that 

charters vary so much by state” (TFA#024). 

Another alum, who went from TFA to found an advocacy group dedicated to boosting 

teacher voice within unions, acknowledged that charters varied in quality even within a given 

district, and felt the focus ought to be on what was working in the successful schools, and how 

those strategies could be scaled to the larger system (TFA#012). 

MECHANISMS THROUGH WHICH TFA PARTICIPATION INFLUENCES CHARTER 

AND CHOICE PREFERENCES 

The previous section groups participants’ responses according to their support for charter 

schools, and discusses ways in which participants’ TFA years have informed and influenced their 

thoughts on charter schools and school choice. In this section, I take a closer look at the ways in 

which participants discuss the impact they ascribe to their years as TFA corps members. Some 

alumni, in particular those who had participated in the program’s earlier years, noted that school 

choice and charter schools were not big issues during their time in the classroom.  

It is also important to note that program participants responded differently to various 

influences. One alum, cited earlier as a proponent of charters, acknowledged a concern for 

students whose parents and teachers lacked either the motivation or knowledge required to 
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secure a spot in a charter or navigate a choice based system, but he did not let that stop him from 

working to secure spots for his students (TFA#022). Another alum, faced with similar questions 

over the implications for students without sufficient advocacy, had a different reaction, stating:  

When you're looking at all of the children and the entire system, I don’t think 
it’s a response that has been positive for the system at large. And [it] has sort of 
pitted families that are able against other families, [and] schools that are able to 
get huge amounts of resources against ones that are gutted of resources. 
(TFA#029) 

As previously discussed, the influence of the TFA experience arrives through two 

channels. One channel is through formal and informal interactions with the organization itself, as 

well as fellow members. The other is the direct contact that program participants experience with 

the schools, neighborhoods, and communities in which they teach. 

Direct TFA influences. Teach for America, as a formal organization was not brought up 

as an influence on policy preferences by alumni in this study. Recent studies have highlighted the 

role that TFA’s internal and external messaging has played in socializing corps members to 

support charter schools and school choice (Brewer & deMarrais, 2015; Matsui, 2015), but the 

mechanisms they describe do not feature prominently in the discussions of the set of alumni 

interviewed for this study. 

Alumni did point to the influence that TFA had on their sympathy for charter schools. 

However this tended to emphasize the role of the TFA network, as participants cited interactions 

with corps members who were teaching at charter schools, as well as friendships with TFA 

alumni who have gone on to found charter schools and charter networks. One participant, who 

was a member of an earlier corps put it this way: 

When Dave [Levin] and Mike [Feinberg] started KIPP, part of what intrigued 
me was I had no idea what the concept even was. So you know, it was a sort of 
personal experience thing and I happened to have a lot of access to those folks 
over time and have spent a fair amount of time actually visiting their schools. And 
in different context …, for instance going to Gaston Prep in eastern North 
Carolina and seeing how does a rural charter school play out? And what does that 
look like? And talking to families and talking to kids. I had a lot of experience; it 
wasn’t explicitly through Teach for America but it was clearly through the 
networks that I had built by being in Teach for America. (TFA#016) 
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With the number of TFA alumni who have gone on to either found or run charter schools, 

it seems quite likely that most alumni from all parts of TFA’s history would count charter school 

leaders among their friends and network connections. Alumni don’t just point to their 

interactions with other alumni in describing the roots of their support for charters. Such 

interactions occur while participants are in teaching as well, with several alumni offering stories 

comparing their own experiences with those of counterparts. While these stories can demonstrate 

influence in both directions, of this set of alumni only one discussed hearing things that made 

him less supportive of charters – in this instance from his roommates (TFA#030). The remaining 

responses with specific, rather than general, discussion of the TFA network contained discussion 

of stories told by fellow corps members during masters’ classes, or on TFA-related visits to other 

schools. 

Experiences teaching. Responses about ways in which their experiences had influenced 

their policy preferences more frequently emphasized personal experiences connected to an 

interviewee’s own placement school and teaching experiences than to experiences connected to 

TFA as an organization. Indeed an alum, cited earlier for feeling that his experience teaching in a 

co-located charter school had made him “radicalized [in support of] charter schools in a way that 

I hadn’t expected” (TFA#024), recalled asking TFA to change his placement when first given the 

news, on account of his ideological discomfort with working in a charter. This alum was not 

moved by his placement director’s assurances about the school or the logistical challenge 

associated with placing him elsewhere, and began his TFA commitment discouraged by the 

assignment. However, he credited his two-year experience, in particular vis-à-vis what he saw at 

the traditional district school in which his charter was collocated, for challenging his previously 

held ideas and assumptions about charter schools more broadly. 

Experiences in charter schools were brought up by five alumni in the sample, though the 

experiences discussed cut both ways. Two alumni, including this newly-radicalized alum, offered 

strong defenses of charters that were specifically grounded in their time at charter schools. Three 

participants discussed negative aspects of their placements in charter schools, and in two of these 
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cases, the experience left the participant with mixed feelings about charters. One, cited earlier, 

was split between the quality of the school and the way it caused her to burn out (TFA#025). The 

other described the discomfort he felt with the way his principal pushed certain kids out, in 

particular special-needs students (TFA#006). The third alum with negative experiences discussed 

the tight control with which her charter school’s administration operated, and the forced use of a 

certain math curriculum, which she found overly restrictive. These experiences, however, were 

insufficient to temper her support for a system that she felt might generate better educational 

opportunities for at least some children in low-income neighborhoods (TFA#001). 

Four alumni, all of whom taught in traditional district schools, discussed their 

experiences attempting to help their students navigate school choice mechanisms. One cited an 

inability to find schools which would accept his special education students (TFA#027). One 

discussed ways in which transportation constrained students’ choices in inequitable ways, and 

two discussed the difficulties involved in navigating the process in a district of choice, such as 

the New York City high school system. 

Of the alumni who talked about their personal experiences, the most frequently discussed 

influence was the desire to see their students go to better quality schools than the ones for which 

they were zoned. One alum put it this way: 

I saw personally what students in my class who chose, after being in my … 
fourth grade classroom, to go to the KIPP across the street. They had dramatically 
different life outcomes. Dramatically different life outcomes than my other 
students who stayed in the lower performing schools in the exact same 
neighborhood. (TFA#015) 

This set of alumni did include an alum, cited earlier, whose support for charters was tempered by 

what she saw in her later work on a charter authorizing board. 

A number of alumni admitted the role that their own individualized experiences played in 

the creation of their preferences. On this particular topic one alum noted: “Having mixed with 

people who have had good experience and bad experiences in various settings … [it] comes 

down to the placement and the factors and variables that are at that school” (TFA#046). 
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Concerning the perception that charter schools tend to be of a higher quality, one alum who had 

talked about feeling that charter schools were better schools went on to admit, “I think if I had 

been placed in a district school that had been highly functioning in [Los Angeles], I might’ve felt 

really different” (TFA#037). 

Non-TFA experience. Though the interviews focused on ways in which the TFA 

experience influenced participants’ preferences, a handful of alumni offered thoughts on ways in 

which their experiences as alumni had informed their views. Some of these alumni viewed their 

post-TFA experience as contingent on, and therefore part of, their TFA experience. One such 

alum discussed studying charters and choice during a graduate program in education policy, and 

credited the consumption of research for her mixed feelings towards the model; if not for TFA, 

however, this participant admitted she would never have enrolled in a graduate program in 

education (TFA#018). Two alums cited their observations after moving from their placements in 

traditional district schools to a charter schools upon the completion of their two-year TFA 

commitments. Both alums reported feeling better supported at their new schools (TFA#013, 

TFA#025). One previously-cited alum discussed ways in which her experience as a charter 

authorizer caused her to rethink her previous support for the charter model. 

To be sure, this sample includes numerous supporters of charter schools and school 

choice. A number of participants expressed support for choice more broadly, mostly as related to 

choices being available for families to find schools that fit their own children’s needs. A few 

participants did offer a market-grounded defense of choice. Several alumni also discussed the 

perception that charter schools tended to be better schools. The final sample included a number 

of charter opponents, however, as well as those with mixed feelings. Participants worried about 

the exclusion of certain types of students, the community’s voice in charter management, 

resource allocation, and the variation within the charter sector. Participants drew on their own 

experiences in charter and district schools, but their reflections also included experiences of their 

peers and the influence of the people in their TFA network. 
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TEACHER EVALUATION AND ACCOUNTABILITY 

Participants were also asked about their thoughts on teacher evaluation and accountability 

policy, and to reflect on ways in which their TFA experiences have influenced their thinking on 

this particular policy issue. As Chapter I noted, accountability is the hallmark of the current 

education policy regime, in particular as it is exchanged for greater local autonomy. As an 

organization, TFA has made few statements on this topic, and in press releases and comments to 

newspapers, the few mentions of evaluation and accountability policy focus on school- and 

district-level accountability, arguing, for example, that any ESEA/NCLB reauthorization should 

maintain rigorous requirements for assessing student academic growth and disaggregating data to 

ensure all student subgroups are progressing (Teach For America, 2015b). In a January 2015 

press release, however, the organization got a little closer to taking a stance on teacher-level 

accountability, stating, “Regardless of the path a teacher takes to the classroom, that teacher 

should be held to the same high standards, which must include student growth and other outcome 

measures” (Teach For America, 2015c). 

TFA and its leadership have eschewed a no-holds-barred approach to teacher 

accountability policy that one might expect of an organization so closely associated with 

neoliberal education reform. In an Op-Ed for the Wall Street Journal, Wendy Kopp (2012) 

described herself as “baffled and embarrassed by the decision” to publicly release the 

performance assessments of all New York City public school teachers, arguing that such data 

should be used by school leaders to inform faculty recruitment and development. More recently, 

in response to the Obama administration’s discussion on limiting educational testing, TFA 

released a statement in which they acknowledge that “testing for the sake of testing is not a 

useful approach,” but also highlighted “importance of statewide annual [assessment], as it 

provides us with one critical measure to help ensure that our students are learning, parents have 

the data to advocate for their children, and our teachers are providing high-quality instruction” 

(Teach For America, 2015). 
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ALUMNI ATTITUDES TOWARDS EVALUATION AND ACCOUNTABILITY 

The ambivalence expressed by the organization is broadly reflected in the reactions of 

program alumni to questions concerning their thoughts on teacher evaluation and accountability. 

Responses to this question fell largely into two categories. One set focused on observations and 

traditional forms of evaluation, while the second set focused on the use of student test scores in 

evaluation and accountability policy. 

Observations. In looking more closely at the set of responses that discussed observations 

and classroom visits, a handful of participants discussed the value of such evaluations within an 

accountability framework, but the dominant theme captured in the responses to this particular 

question was one that emphasized the importance of evaluation in terms of feedback for teachers 

over accountability. These alumni broadly reflect the views that Kopp discussed in the 

aforementioned Wall Street Journal op-ed, in that these participants focus on the potential for 

development that is inherent in the evaluative process.  

Most of the dozen alumni who volunteered this perspective related stories about 

evaluations and classroom observations from their time in the classroom, ascribing limited value 

and utility to these experiences. One alum described the process in his school in Los Angeles, 

though similar descriptions were given by alumni who had taught in numerous regions, from 

large urban districts to less dense rural areas. This alum described the experience as little more 

than procedural, devoid of meaningful feedback or development, saying: 

So when I was in LAUSD, we had an [evaluation] system, and an AP came in 
once a year and observed me with this checklist of things…. He went through it 
and checked off boxes and then he called me into his office and I signed it and [it] 
never was visited again…. I didn’t have any development goals around it, and 
nothing was done with it.… There [was] no coaching or action planning around 
what to do next, and it didn’t actually impact students. (TFA#037) 

Participants did not confine the utility of feedback to its impact on novice teachers, 

arguing that veteran teachers want and benefit from feedback just as much as new teachers. One 

alum, now a principal, discussed his motivations in supporting a new evaluation policy in his 
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current state of residence, by discussing how veteran teachers in his school would react if they 

did not receive regular feedback: 

Under our old law, tenured teachers were only evaluated once every 3 years. 
So if you were a good teacher, you only got feedback once every 3 years. In what 
profession do you wait … 3 years to get feedback on how you're doing? And my 
best teachers would have been furious. You know my best teachers were most 
furious if I didn’t see them regularly because they wanted feedback. (TFA#038) 

In addition to the formative value to evaluative procedures, a handful of participants 

discussed accountability connections as well. Alums noted that TFA membership ensured 

classroom visits from TFA coaches, fellow TFA teachers, and others, making visits from 

administrators feel more normal. In describing his experience in Washington, DC as the district 

was implementing the IMPACT Evaluation policy initiative, one alum stated: 

Of course someone should be able to come into your classroom at any point 
because people are sending their children there so you need to be on your game at 
all points and this is…what accountability looks like. It wasn’t necessarily a shift 
for me. (TFA#042) 

Test scores. Several alumni discussed the use of student test scores in their responses, but 

this group was divided over the merits of the policy, with ten participants favoring the inclusion 

of student test scores as evaluation metrics and seven arguing against them. In defense of their 

use, one alum said: 

I don't think there’s a perfect way of evaluating teachers but I think we need 
to keep trying and get better at it. I do also believe that a portion of an evaluation 
should be based on how well teachers are able to grow students over time using 
some sort of measurement. We can get into the weeds with that.… I don't know if 
you’re looking for a percentage of that. I don't even know if I have an opinion on 
how that’s weighted, but I’m a firm believer in multiple measures, and I’m a 
believer that we need a better job of looking at this in a more nuanced way. 
(TFA#028) 

One of the strongest cases for the use of test scores to evaluate teachers came from an 

alum who framed it as a matter of accountability in return for classroom-level autonomy. 

Referencing his own placement school, a district school with heavy micromanagement from the 

principal, who in turn faced a micromanaging superintendent, this alum said: 
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For me it felt like if you, as a teacher, want to just close your door and teach, 
you’re either going to be held accountable for nothing, which probably is not the 
best approach; or you can be held accountable for exactly what you are doing, 
whether you’re [teaching the prescribed] lesson of the day, the skill of the day that 
[the superintendent] is mandating; or you have complete control of your 
classroom as long as you are getting good results for your students. And it’s 
always been that the third of those was a much better outcome than any of the 
other ones. (TFA#022) 

Even among the alumni who advocated for the use of student scores in teacher evaluations, 

however, all but two conceded that student scores should be one of a number of factors by which 

teachers are evaluated and held accountable. A number of participants in this group referenced 

the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation’s Measures of Effective Teaching Project in discussing 

the use of multiple measures for teacher evaluations. While this set of alumni did favor the use of 

test scores as part of the evaluation, none of these respondents went so far as to suggest how 

much weight the test scores should carry. 

Gaps between research and practice, discussed by several alumni and detailed below, 

were not lost on alumni who argued in favor of using student test scores, though alumni allowed 

for a varying degree of nuance. Some acknowledged the concerns, but did not characterize them 

as fatal blows to an evaluation system incorporating such measures. Others in the sample were 

more dismissive. Addressing the concerns as “poppycock,” one alum said: “I am mortified by the 

retreat on the standardized tests.… If you're teaching well, the kids can do well on the tests. I'm 

sorry. I think it’s poppycock!… We need the tests. We need to know that these kids are making 

annual progress” (TFA#023). 

As noted, however, the advocates for the inclusion of test-based metrics did not account 

for the whole sample. In a particularly forceful denunciation of the use of test scores for high-

stakes accountability purposes, one alum called the use of standardized tests “a load of bologna,” 

going on to say, “I think the measures to assess teacher accountability and school accountability 

impose an artificial reality on schools. I don’t think that it’s a meaningful measure.” (TFA#001) 

This artificial reality also figured into the responses of those who cited an over-abundance of 

test-prep that resulted from test-based accountability. Describing ways in which her school 
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dramatically reoriented all activities around test-prep, banning field trips and creating special 

classrooms with the school’s best teachers for students who were just below the cutoff in each 

grade. This alum went on to say: 

[I don’t agree with] tying teacher performance to testing…. I think that … 
there is way too much emphasis on testing, … it’s not what I want for my own 
kids, eventually to be in a school where the emphasis is on teaching to a test, and I 
didn’t have that experience growing up, so I know that you can excel and have a 
good education without a huge emphasis on testing. (TFA#018) 

One alum expressed a theoretical support for the use of “objective data” to justify 

terminating ineffective teachers, and for the ways in which TFA’s data-intensive mandates for its 

teachers yielded data that was useful in identifying and addressing gaps in student mastery 

(TFA#035). In discussing her opposition to the use of test scores in high-stakes teacher 

accountability decisions, this alum expressed concerns over the novelty of Common Core 

aligned tests saying, “research shows that it takes at least four to five years of … the same test 

and the same teacher before you can start to get … reliable data on that teacher’s effectiveness.” 

(TFA#035) 

Two alumni specifically discussed the role of factors beyond the teachers’ control as 

reasons for their wariness (TFA#001, TFA#043). One alum discussed the role played by 

neighborhood factors, arguing that standardized metrics fail to account for these impacts 

(TFA#001), while the other cited the transience of the population, pointing out that many 

students in his class on test-day had received only a fraction of their instruction from him 

(TFA#043). 

This set of alumni also included a number who felt that test measures were much more 

useful in aggregate senses. One alum referenced the utility of NAEP scores for making 

comparisons across states, while another alum discussed a wider variety of uses for aggregated 

data, but explicitly noted that she did not think these measures were appropriate for evaluating 

individual teachers, saying: 

With respect to value added in particular, it seems to me that it is best used 
for looking at cohorts of teachers – that due to the enormous variance that could 



 

 

135 

be there, it might be useful for say comparing the efficacy of one teacher prep 
program to another or looking at, “If we implement a new professional 
development policy, are there aggregate changes in teacher effectiveness?” But I 
don't support it for making the individual personnel decisions at least given my 
current understanding of the limitations. (TFA#030) 

To be sure, the alumni interviewed for this study take the need for teacher-level 

accountability as axiomatic, as most responses began with an acknowledgement of the 

importance of the topic. The set of alumni interviewed here, however, holds concerns that 

evaluation systems incorporate both developmental as well as accountability-related goals. They 

argue that teachers should receive meaningful, actionable feedback, whether that is derived from 

observation-based evaluation, students’ test data, or a combination. As can be seen in the 

responses above, the TFA experience looms large in the minds of this set of alumni. 

MECHANISMS THROUGH WHICH TFA PARTICIPATION INFLUENCES 

EVALUATION AND ACCOUNTABILITY PREFERENCES 

Alumni identified influences that were both directly related to their experiences as TFA 

teachers, as well experiences outside of their two-year commitments. While participants 

discussed memories of their TFA peers’ experiences in relation to their preferences on school 

choice, responses to questions about accountability and evaluation were more personal in nature 

than those that informed their views on other topics. Participants who diverged from personal 

anecdotes about their own classrooms tended to focus more on personal experiences in years that 

followed their two-year TFA commitment, rather than on ways in which the experiences of 

friends, roommates, or other personal connections fed their beliefs. Overall, twenty one 

participants discussed their corps experience, six discussed non-TFA factors outside of their two-

year TFA commitment, and eight participants brought up events from both within and outside 

TFA their experience. 

Teach For America experiences. Two things stood out from participants’ reflections 

vis-à-vis evaluation and accountability. Alumni discussed recollections of evaluations that 
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ranged from cursory to non-existent, with few alumni describing settings in which they received 

meaningful feedback as part of their evaluations. On one end of that spectrum was an alum who 

said, “I don't ever even remember being evaluated as a teacher ever. I think I signed a paper … I 

mean, it was ridiculous” (TFA#028). Other alumni recalled evaluations or observations that were 

marginally more involved, but not one alum told a story about a positive evaluation experience 

from their time as a TFA corps member. Indeed the only time participants mentioned effective 

evaluation systems with meaningful feedback were in relation to teaching jobs found later, or 

systems they observed elsewhere in roles held subsequent to their time in the classroom. 

Alumni also brought up recollections of the teachers who they felt were not doing an 

adequate job, discussed by some alumni in responses detailed in Chapter Four. These arguments 

included both the idea that student test scores could make the case for either a teacher’s 

dismissal, or, as expressed by this alum, that successful teachers might reap a reward for their 

efforts and success: 

I remember feeling a sense of discontentment…. I was supposed to teach 
science and they gave me an extra math class. And they gave me all the most 
difficult kids and I got them … two, four, five grade levels below standard. [I] 
killed myself doing that … and I had almost all my students make [AYP], which 
was huge because most of them were like four grade levels behind. But then Mr. 
Goldman across the hall, most of his class failed and nothing happened. And he 
was at the top of salary schedule and he was never going to leave…. And I didn’t 
want to – I was told often, you could become an administrator, but I’m like but I 
don’t want to be an administrator, I want to be a teacher. I just want something … 
that makes it feel like working this hard is worth it and I’m somehow 
recognized…(TFA#019) 

While that recognition could take the form of a bonus, knowing that the other teacher wouldn’t 

be able to keep his job on the basis of his performance would have sufficed as reward for this 

alum.  

A handful of alumni discussed the TFA ethos, and the organization’s own penchant for 

measurement. “TFA was deeply invested in measuring student growth, measuring teacher 

effectiveness, and engaging you as a corps member in that process,” said one alum in reflecting 

on his preferences on this topic. A handful of alumni noted that TFA membership includes visits 
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by program directors, and encouragement to visit peers’ classrooms and provide feedback. 

According to one alum: “Being a part of the corps, that’s what you signed up for, right?  You 

signed up for people coming in your classroom and critiquing you and videotaping yourself and 

being reflective and sharing lesson plans” (TFA#026). Given TFA’s investment in measurement, 

both as a professionalized social movement, as discussed in Chapter II, and for its public 

positions in favor of using disaggregated data to highlight sub-group performance, it is perhaps 

surprising that the organizational influence didn’t feature more prominently. 

As should be expected, a number of alumni in this sample discussed pressures that arose 

outside of their formal TFA experience, but in ways connected to their TFA status. The primary 

influence identified by alumni involved experiencing better evaluation systems, either as a 

classroom teacher in a subsequent teaching position, or as an alum visiting multiple schools 

either as a TFA staff-member or district-level administrator. 

A handful of alumni discussed watching the battles over teacher evaluation from outside 

the classroom as influencing their thoughts on the topics. Two alumni described instances in 

which the implementation of a particular policy had given them reason for pause. One expressed 

the view that, while systems in which principals enjoy greater autonomy for hiring and firing 

have problems of their own, he would prefer that set of problems to the gridlock and vitriol 

associated with Washington D.C.’s IMPACT evaluation system (TFA#024). Another alum, cited 

earlier, was skeptical that sufficient data existed to enable fair and accurate outcomes based on 

Common Core-aligned assessments. 

Participants in this study ultimately favor systems that hold teachers accountable, but 

they stress the utility of evaluations for purposes of informing teachers’ professional 

development needs over the purpose of holding teachers accountable. Those who discussed the 

use of student-level test scores in an evaluation framework almost all acknowledged the need to 

use additional components, but several alumni opposed the use of student-level data in teacher 

evaluations at all. Though several participants noted that they hadn’t derived much benefit from 

their evaluations, none reported negative consequences stemming from observations or test-score 
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based evaluations. Indeed when test scores did come up, most reported that their students had 

done well, though in some instances perhaps not as well as they had hoped. Stories of 

evaluations that both failed to meaningfully evaluate teaching and that included no ensuing 

development, however, were abundant.  

TEACHER PREPARATION 

Of the three education policy topics covered in this study, teacher preparation falls most 

neatly within TFA’s bailiwick, and while TFA attempts to leave a light footprint on matters of 

charters and choice and on teacher accountability, the organization has been less reticent to 

address teacher preparation and training. TFA itself is an alternative pathway to teaching – a 

pathway that affords participants a route to the classroom that bypasses many of the requirements 

imposed on traditionally trained and certified teachers. TFA’s own materials boast that it trains 

more teachers to teach in low-income environments than any other teacher training organization 

(Teach For America, 2012a), and a path to the classroom that did not involve the requirements of 

a traditional teacher training program was listed as an attractive feature of the program by several 

participants in this study. 

Alternative certification emerged in the early 1980s as part of states’ attempts to address 

teacher shortages (Kamenetz, 2014), the very same problem that inspired Kopp’s original thesis. 

At the time of TFA’s founding, 20 states had some sort of provision allowing graduates with 

liberal arts degrees to teach absent a degree in education (Hechinger, 1989). By 2011, the US 

Department of Education counted over 650 alternative certification programs, constituting a near 

ten-fold increase over the course of a decade (Mader, 2016). In its 2015 reauthorization of the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act, now called the Every Student Succeeds Act, Congress 

even included provisions allowing states to both establish new academies that grant teaching 

degrees and use federal funds to support those academies (Garland, 2015; Sawchuk, 2015). The 

policies are met with favor by neoliberal policy advocates who view these alternative routes as 
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positive for loosening restrictions and “freeing the market to find, train, and place the nation’s 

teachers” (Ballou & Podgursky, 1999; Lahann & Reagan, 2011, p. 10). 

Alumni of TFA have gone on to start and lead organizations that recruit new teachers 

from non-traditional sources and train them for the classroom, just as TFA alumni have gone on 

to found charter schools and networks. TFA’s involvement with alternative certification, 

however, has been much more direct. First, TFA has had to work to ensure that alternatively 

certified teachers could legally be hired in the districts in which TFA operates, thus opening the 

door to other alternative pathways. Second, TFA provides its own training for its members at 

summer training institutes, and it has joined with other organizations who are active in the 

teacher education space. Third, TFA has helped create organizations dedicated to recruiting and 

training non-traditional candidates for teaching posts, not just through the work of alumni but as 

a central organization. 

As an organization, TFA has had to work with legislators at federal, state, and local levels 

to ensure its ability to operate in a number of contexts. The organization has operated at a federal 

level since its early days, securing federal funding as part of President Bill Clinton’s Corporation 

for National and Community Service, as well as through provisions of the Higher Education Act 

(Kopp, 2003; Kopp & Farr, 2011). TFA ramped up its own lobbying presence in Washington, 

D.C., at around the same time NCLB was being considered, though they almost suffered a very 

serious setback when the new legislation included the provision requiring a highly qualified 

teacher in every classroom. Though staff involved in the process did not recall the details of this 

exchange, the head of Congressman George Miller’s committee staff, Charlie Baron, recalls TFA 

reportedly rejected a compromise offer that would have exempted the program by name, working 

instead for broader language (Russo, 2012).  

TFA’s efforts were not sufficient to ensure that NCLB itself contained exemptions for 

alternative certification pathways, in part because their lobbying department was still in its 

infancy, but the regulatory rules issued by the Department of Education included teachers 

enrolled in a program that results in a teaching credential, and that programs that contains 
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substantial concurrent professional development would count as meeting these requirements. 

People close to the process recall that this “loophole” for alternative certification programs, not 

just TFA, was created after Wendy Kopp herself made the request (Russo, 2012, p. 8).  

In a 2010 case, Renee v. Duncan, in which the definition of “highly qualified teacher” 

was in dispute, TFA filed its own amicus brief in support of the federal Department of 

Education’s position that the term should include teacher enrolled in programs and making 

“satisfactory progress” towards their certification. TFA was represented by Donald B. Verilli, Jr, 

who would go on to become President Obama’s Solicitor General. After the court ruled in favor 

of the plaintiffs, a TFA spokesperson was quoted as saying, "We are confident that the decision 

will be appealed or that Congress will act to ensure that effective alternatively certified teachers 

continue to be classified as 'highly qualified'" (V. Strauss, 2013; M. Walsh, 2010). Indeed, TFA 

worked with former Iowa Democratic Senator Tom Harkin to ensure that teachers in alternative 

certification pipelines would be considered highly qualified, per the mandates of the NCLB; 

though NCLB’s reauthorization was stalled at the time, provisions were slipped into continuing 

resolutions, as well as the 2013 debt deal between the Congress and the President (Russo, 2012; 

Strauss, 2013). 

In another successful effort to secure federal approbation for alternative certification 

pathways, TFA also signed onto a letter, sent by the New Schools Venture Fund (2011) to the 

chairman and ranking member of the Senate Committee on Health, Education, Labor & 

Pensions, advocating for the passage of the Growing Excellent Achievement Training Academies 

for Teachers and Principals Act. While that particular legislative effort wasn’t successful, the 

provisions found their way into the eventual reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act. The most controversial aspects of this legislation is its provision of money for 

alternative certification programs and provisions exempting these new academies from 

“unnecessary restrictions on the methods” employed to train new teachers (Zeichner, 2015). 

TFA has also worked with state legislatures, state departments of education, and local 

school boards and departments to ensure alternatively trained teachers can work in the zone. 
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Indeed it wasn’t until 2015 that TFA gained the ability to operate in West Virginia, and then only 

after a multi-year effort in which the organization hired in-state lobbyists to help push the effort 

through and fought state teachers unions and WV Democrats (Boucher, 2013; Eyre, 2015) 

In addition to lobbying for legalization of alternative pathways, TFA has developed its 

own training model and joined forces with other education advocacy groups in the space to 

advance ideas about what constitutes effective teacher preparation. TFA teachers all attend 

summer training institutes, though TFA has continuously revised and refined the summer 

institutes. While there have been announcements of pilot programs with longer pre-service 

periods, such programs will still be tightly controlled and largely delivered by TFA itself. 

The organization has also maintained its own teacher education knowledge base and 

philosophy. Steven Farr (2010), TFA’s Chief Knowledge Officer, published the book Teaching 

as Leadership, The Highly Effective Teacher’s Guide to Closing the Achievement Gap in which 

he and TFA attempt to share what they had learned from 20 years doing this work. Within the 

past couple of years, TFA has also increased its commitment to culturally responsive teaching, as 

it has paid greater attention to the nuances of race and ethnicity, and the dynamics between TFA 

teachers and the neighborhoods in which they teach (Huynh, 2015; Rizga, 2015). 

TFA, though much more involved in the discussion on teacher preparation, hews closely 

to the same logic they use when discussing charter schools, arguing that the elements of good 

teaching can be learned in both traditional programs as well as newly-developed ones (Beard & 

Chard, 2015), but TFA CEO Villanueva Beard has also discussed the limits of what teacher 

candidates can learn pre-service. In a view that seems somewhat contrary to that expressed by 

the American Association of Colleges of Education, discussed in Chapter Two, Villanueva Beard 

told Ed Week, “I honestly think that my personal view on it is that teaching is really hard, and 

when you enter that first day of teaching no matter how you were prepared, it is incredibly 

challenging” (Villaneuva Beard, quoted in Sawchuk, 2016a). 

One way in which TFA has become more active and vocal in the conversation around 

teacher preparation is through its involvement with the TeachStrong effort, led by the Center for 
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American Progress. TFA joined with 40 education advocacy organizations for the initiative, and 

this set includes a broad coalition and counts both national teachers unions, the American 

Association of Colleges for Teacher Education, and the National Council on Teacher Quality, as 

well as TFA, The New Teacher Project, Relay Graduate School of Education, and a host of other 

organizations among its partners. The group settled on nine overarching principles that cover 

recruitment, training, licensure and tenure, and ongoing development for teachers. While the 

principles are broad, the calls for programs with high standards for entry, programs that are 

grounded in practice, and programs that include residencies or more hands-on training 

opportunities fit well with TFA’s way of doing business. Kopp (1989) may have argued that her 

proposed Teacher Corps would not look to take part in the conversations around teacher-training, 

but TFA is now firmly ensconced in the policy debates surrounding teacher preparation. 

Finally, in addition to its own efforts to recruit, train, and place a national teacher corps, 

TFA is also responsible for the creation of The New Teacher Project (TNTP), which consults 

with districts and has helped districts create their own alternative pipelines that include efforts 

like the New York City Teaching Fellows. Wendy Kopp’s early experiences running TFA 

convinced her that school districts had insufficient capacity to properly recruit and train teachers. 

Kopp labored to create a new organization, initially called TEACH!, that would help districts 

navigate these issues. These new efforts were eventually spun-off into TNTP, led by TFA alum 

Michelle Rhee (Kopp, 2003). TNTP has developed into an influential organization in its own 

right, also signing onto both the aforementioned NSVF letter to Congress and the TeachStrong 

statement of principles. TNTP’s materials say its efforts working with systems in more than 30 

cities have led to 34,000 new teachers placed in high-needs schools (TNTP, n.d.). 

ALUMNI ATTITUDES ON TEACHER PREPARATION 

On matters of charters and choice as well as teacher evaluation and accountability, 

discussed above, participants in this sample displayed variation of policy preference that 
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challenged the stereotype associated with TFA alumni. The views they expressed regarding the 

selection and preparation of new teachers, however, fit much more tightly with the dominant 

narrative around TFA and its alumni, with few aspects of teacher preparation and development 

enjoying robust support among this group. In considering alumni attitudes towards schools of 

education, however, it is important to note that few TFA teachers attend highly-regarded 

programs or highly-respected institutions. Further, the schools at which corps members take their 

certification classes are largely determined by TFA’s ability to partner with an institution. To be 

sure, there are participants who choose more rigorous options, but most attended programs of 

lesser repute. One alumnus, whose post-TFA career includes leadership of a traditional teacher 

preparation program, assessed the landscape this way:  

I think the fundamental issue for me there is just that no one is getting teacher 
prep right at the moment. It is extremely important and it matters more what 
happens in the program and [in] the components of the program than necessarily 
… what structure that program takes. And it’s something that alternatives as well 
as universities both can own and succeed in. (TFA#021) 

This view was reinforced by an alum who has gone on to work on union-related efforts, and who 

echoed public comments made by TFA CEO Elisa Villaneuva Beard and described teaching as a 

difficult endeavor that will challenge you no matter how you were prepared: 

I think my experience resonates very much with what we hear from our 
members on a day-to-day basis at [organization], which is just this idea that, no 
matter what pathway folks came to the classroom from, pretty much universally 
people feel like there’s this real gap between the preparation that they had and 
then the realities of what was happening in their classroom when they began 
teaching. (TFA#012) 

While alumni expressed generally low regard for teacher preparation and training, the sample 

was more critical of traditional routes to the classroom and traditional schools of education, and 

much more bullish about alternative pathways to the classroom.  

More than a third of those interviewed expressed concerns about standards and 

expectations in place at colleges of education and traditional teacher training programs. These 

comments covered both pre-service teacher training programs, such as those found in 
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undergraduate education programs, as well as programs at the graduate level that students might 

attend while they are in the classroom – much like the programs attended by the majority of TFA 

corps members as they work towards licensure requirements and master’s degrees. One alum 

noted that, having never taken an education-related course, she still managed to score quite 

highly on the state’s pre-service licensure and certification exams. “If I can come and take that 

test and score 99% without having any teacher training,” noted this alum, “the expectations for 

those teacher training programs are not high enough.” (TFA#001) Another, who described a 

similar experience in a different state, noted with alarm that, though she had found the test easy 

to pass, there were veteran teachers in her school building who had yet to pass the exam despite 

multiple attempts (TFA#019).  

Alumni were broadly skeptical of the merits of traditional teacher preparation and 

certification programs. In making the case that traditional teacher preparation programs are 

missing something when it comes to identifying and developing the traits of an effective teacher, 

one alum went beyond personal anecdotes comparing abilities to pass licensure and certification 

tests, and related the question to the larger literature on TFA effectiveness. Citing the research on 

TFA teachers and echoing previous discussions about the characteristics of effective teachers, 

she said: 

Teach for America teachers perform no better or no worse than a regularly 
trained teacher with the exception of, I think, its high school math or science. So 
… then that five weeks [in TFA’s summer institute] is equal to a whole year [in a 
traditional program]. So there’s got to be something to be said about identifying 
the characteristics that makes someone more successful in the classroom. I just 
don't think it’s a matter of time [spent on coursework]. (TFA#028) 

Most alumni who talked about their concurrent coursework felt the training was not well 

connected to the realities of the classroom. Activities that were required for graduate school 

didn’t generally help first-year teachers with pedagogy or management issues. As told by one 

member of the sample: 

I know what I had to do to get my certification. It was completely inversely 
related to what I needed to learn to be a good teacher.… I think it’s pretty 
common knowledge that the way that we have prepared teachers traditionally – 
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what I had to do to get my license and what a lot of my teachers still have to do to 
get licenses in New Jersey – has absolutely nothing to do [with good teaching]. 
(TFA#026) 

This alum went on to describe the requirements as not just unconnected to good teaching, but 

also as “a deterrent for really awesome people wanting to be teachers.” 

Critics of traditional preparation programs indicated that time spent on education courses 

as an undergrad would be better spent on content and subject mastery. In one example, an alum 

described a sense of surprise at how few math teachers in his placement school had math 

degrees. This respondent went on to discuss the role that this may have played in debates about 

the Common Core State Standards, relating a sense that teachers with deeper conceptual 

understandings of the mathematics would have an easier time grasping the underlying value of 

the Common Core math standards: 

When you read tweets or articles that are written by teachers, that are 
complaining about Common Core or [about being] confused about Common 
Core…, [what] you will see, if you read between the lines, is somebody that 
doesn’t understand what the standards are describing. But more than that doesn’t 
understand the rationale for why these standards – or instructional shifts – why 
they might be good for kids. They just don’t [know]; they weren’t prepared. 
(TFA#008) 

Another alum, cited above as being surprised by the number of math teachers in her building 

who had failed the state’s certification exam, surmised her capacity for understanding the 

concepts underpinning elementary math education likely came from her own background, taking 

advanced calculus, and getting a bachelor’s degree in the STEM field. She went on to discuss the 

relevance of her degree in her second year of teaching when she was moved to teach middle 

school science, saying: 

When I moved to the eighth grade position – I had this environmental studies 
background as part of my BA – and … it was the first time they have had a 
middle school math and science teacher who actually had course work in math 
and science, which was huge! We did labs – the first time we had done laboratory 
science in middle school. And it was my background; I knew how to run a lab and 
do experiments. I think that's why my students did so well, because they really 
valued all that. (TFA#019) 
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A handful of participants identified beneficial elements of the programs they attended 

while in TFA. These alumni felt that the more action-oriented components of their programs had 

been beneficial to their teaching practice. One alum recalled the program that the local university 

had created for TFA, describing the experience this way: 

I participated in [the university’s] master’s program that was modified for us 
Teach for America folks, and there were elements of it that I really, really loved. I 
had a veteran teacher come in and observe me. She actually came in more often 
than my own program manager. She had great advice on how to deal with 
particular students and their struggles, whether academic or behavioral, and I 
[thought], “You definitely know that because you’ve been in a classroom a long 
time and you know teachers and you know students. That is so helpful to me.” 

 
Also I remember I had a really great phonics class where there was a teacher 

again who had many, many years in the classroom and who obviously knew how 
to teach phonics. There were other elements in the program that I just did not 
think were that effective. Some theoretical discussions that weren’t really 
actionable and also just kind of a lack of rigor to be frank. (TFA#035) 

Pervading these responses was a sense that, whether the pathway is traditional or non-

traditional, hands-on training is more effective than taking classes. Alumni who discussed the 

benefits of experiential learning as part of teacher preparation talked about a desire to ensure that 

all teacher preparation pathways, whether they are traditional programs or newer alternative 

routes, should include such components. According to one alum: 

I think apprenticeships are what train teachers well. I think a teacher learns 
how to do a good job by being in the classrooms of master teachers and observing 
what they do. And then having master teachers be in their room and getting the 
feedback. However you slice it, this is apprenticeship. (TFA#045) 

Another alum compared traditional pathways to the classroom with the TFA training methods, 

and argued that, while neither model is wholly effective, the theoretical and historical 

components that comprise a large part of traditional programs aren’t particularly helpful. In 

terms of creating good teachers rather than mediocre ones, an alum assigned greater value to in-

service support than to pre-service training, saying: 

I think the way that we do that is less about the training and the preparation 
and is more about the support. I don’t think five weeks is going to get you to be a 
great teacher, but I also don’t think two years, a year and one-half of which is 
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sitting in a class room reading about Dewey, is actually going to get you to be a 
good teacher either. (TFA#004) 

This alum was not the only one to bring up the importance of support for new teachers once 

they’ve taken their place in a classroom. Noted below is the view, held by those who favor 

hands-on training, that consistent support is a key component of teacher training. 

In many instances, the preference for alternative pathways to the classroom was tied to 

the previously discussed preference for hands-on training. One alum, whose current position 

includes district-level human resources functions described a distinction she perceived between 

traditionally trained teachers and alternative certification teachers, saying: 

What I have noticed is that some of our teachers have come the traditional 
route don’t always have the opportunity to really experience the on the ground 
class room realities as much as those who do come through the alternate route. 
(TFA#044) 

This preference for hands-on training is reflected in the response of an alum who compared the 

TFA training institute model, and the similar model used in the Teach for Argentina program, to 

what she had seen working with a traditional university-based teacher training program at a 

prominent public flagship university, saying: 

I spent last year working at the University of [State] College of Education, 
and … I was less than impressed by the training that went on that I saw. I felt like 
the training that we offered in our five weeks in Argentina, which wasn’t led by 
people with advanced degrees, [was] far better and more experiential, and more 
authentic and real. So, I recently have been quite soured on our teacher ed 
programs, a lot of the teacher ed programs I’ve seen and heard about. (TFA#028) 

A number of alumni talked about standards for entry into teaching. To some extent this 

view was captured by alums who discussed the difficulties they witnessed among their 

colleagues in their placement schools. An alum who has since become involved in statewide 

policymaking in a large state noted the following: 

From what I've heard from folks who are running programs is that they’re not 
necessarily selective in that who they allow in, so as a result they’re doing their 
best to train and support the individuals who are in their program but the 
programs that are more selective get stronger results. (TFA#015) 
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Coupled with the notion that the best training involves “real teaching” rather than student 

teaching was a theme that teachers should be supported and developed. One alum, now involved 

with statewide policy on teacher education said: 

I have seen real evidence that high-quality professional development can 
have a profound impact on an existing workforce. And I think I probably 
undervalued high-quality professional development before I had this job and saw 
what high-quality professional development can do.… First of all, I’ve seen [the 
teaching workforce] just receive terrible professional development as a matter of 
course day in and day out, and I’ve seen the hunger for good professional 
development and training and I’ve seen when they get good professional 
development and training, the difference that it can make. And I think I 
undervalued that before I had this job. (TFA#016) 

Altogether, this set of alumni favors teacher education and teacher certification pathways 

that emphasize practical over theoretical coursework, to the extent that coursework is even part 

of a program, and hands-on training with support rather than pre-service coursework leading to a 

full-time job. Here too, TFA experiences heavily influence participants’ thoughts and 

preferences on this particular policy issue. 

MECHANISMS THROUGH WHICH TFA PARTICIPATION INFLUENCES 

PREPARATION AND SELECTION PREFERENCES 

The mechanisms through which TFA participation might influence participants’ thoughts 

on this particular topic include direct TFA influences and indirect influences. The direct 

influences in this area focus more closely on TFA’s summer training institute; indirect influences 

were largely rooted in participants’ discussion of the teacher education programs they attended 

while they were in the classroom, though this set of responses also included some inclination to 

compare their own experiences with their perceptions of their non-TFA colleagues. A handful of 

participants also discussed factors not directly related to TFA or experiences. 

While TFA participants had positive and negative experiences in charter schools and in 

district schools, participants’ experiences with teacher preparation, training, and development 

were much more homogeneously negative. This likely stems from the fact that all TFA teachers 
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are trained at TFA’s summer institutes, and most of the members of this sample also took 

coursework at university-based programs as they worked towards master’s degrees or 

certification requirements. TFA’s recruitment model focuses on college students who would not 

otherwise have become teachers rather than those who major in education as undergraduates. 

Indeed, as discussed in Chapter IV, a number of alums recall being attracted to TFA because it 

offered a route to the classroom that didn’t involve an undergraduate degree in education – either 

because their college had no such program or because, though their college had that option, they 

had selected another major. None of the members of this sample reported taking more than a few 

education courses as undergraduates, yet they report a sense that they performed as at least as 

well as their traditionally trained peers, a sense which many noted was validated by the research. 

Even if few participants had taken education courses as undergraduates, most took 

coursework at the graduate level during their time in TFA as they worked towards certification 

or masters’ degree requirements while teaching. Recalling his own experience in a graduate-level 

program from which he earned his master’s degree, one participant who had gone through the 

program in the mid-2000s described learning nothing in his courses that helped him develop as a 

teacher: 

There was nothing – like I mean like underline that. There was zero that I 
learned in my teacher prep program that was helpful to me in the schools, nothing 
at all. It did not improve my practice, it did not help me become a better teacher, 
and it did not expand my knowledge base in any meaningful way. (TFA#024) 

This sentiment was shared by an alum who had completed the program in the early 1990s in a 

different part of the country, and who had gone on to work in a CMO. This alum characterized 

the experience in very similar terms: 

The preparation programs I had absolutely beyond belief sucked. … I guess 
the only teaching that first semester I felt [was] worse than my own was when I 
went to my [certification] class. I had to take two classes at a local school - 
college of education to get my certification. And it was such a joke…. Actually it 
was surprisingly bad. I had no idea it was the state of teacher preparation was that 
poor until I was sitting in the classes. Absolutely amazed at how unproductive the 
teacher prep was. (TFA#045) 
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Several alumni did discuss TFA more directly, by discussing their recollections of TFA’s 

summer training institute. Interestingly, these recollections were almost universally negative, 

though alumni here were quick to point out that despite the shortcoming of the program, they felt 

their preparation left them in a position to do at least as well as their traditionally-trained peers. 

Echoing the notion that pre-service training programs can only go so far, one alum said: 

I definitely don’t think that institute prepares corps members to fully go into 
the classroom and take it on as their own, but I don’t think it’s horrible either. I 
don’t think there is much that can prepare you for that level of responsibility and 
for what’s waiting for you in your classroom. (TFA#042) 

A handful of alumni discussed thoughts outside of their TFA experiences. Two discussed 

experiences working on statewide policy in different states, and their appreciation for teacher 

development programs. One alum discussed a role model from before her TFA time who, despite 

having no formal education training, was able to teach music classes like few others.  

On the topic of teacher preparation, participants in this study largely drew on personal 

experiences from their two-year commitment in their support for teacher preparation programs 

that emphasize practical elements of theoretical ones, and that have a significant hands-on 

training component. Though a few alumni reported deriving some benefits from the teacher 

education programs in which they were enrolled while they were in TFA, most reported 

experiences that they felt were not connected to their classroom experiences, and that did not 

help them improve their practice in any substantial fashion. 

CONCLUSION 

This chapter reviewed study participant’s thoughts on three policy topics: charters and 

school choice, teacher evaluation and an accountability, and teacher preparation. On charters and 

choice, the sample includes a large number who believe in the merits of options for families, just 

as it includes alumni who understand the limitations that stem from factors as disparate as 

information asymmetry to lack of transportation options. The dominant theme from those 

discussions of teacher-level evaluation and accountability emphasized the importance of 
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evaluations for teacher development purposes rather than for accountability purposes. TFA 

alumni in this study were supportive of strict accountability, but they argued that observations 

should be useful, as should test scores. This is not exactly the stereotypical neoliberal education 

reform platform. Among those who supported the use of student test scores in evaluations, 

almost all said that scores should be one of a number of factors, and there were several 

participants who had no interest in using test scores in teacher-level evaluations altogether.  

Teacher preparation pathways were broadly seen as needing improvement, though 

traditional university-based programs received the most criticism. Most alumni in this study felt 

that only by being in front of kids and teaching could you really learn the craft, as long as that 

was accompanied with support and feedback. On this issue, alumni much more closely fit the 

narrative of the neoliberal education reform movement, and displayed much less variation than 

the responses on the other two topics. 

In relation to this study’s first research question, in all three policy areas, the TFA 

experience was clearly influential in alumni’s policy preference formation. Reflections on the 

impact of the two-year commitment included discussions of direct TFA influences and indirect 

TFA influences, as well as a handful of thoughts that were not TFA-related. Concerning charter 

schools, alumni often compared their own experiences with those of their TFA peers. In 

interviews, their justifications for charter support or opposition often included stories in which 

they compared their own experiences with those of roommates, classmates in masters’ programs, 

or other alums at TFA events. In this regard the responses to charter-related questions included 

more of the direct TFA influence, in that these comparisons are enabled by membership in the 

TFA network. This was less true of stories about teacher evaluation and teacher preparation, 

where participants drew more heavily on their own experiences. Direct TFA influences, such as 

the organization’s own heavy reliance on data for feedback and accountability and the 

organization’s status as an alternative pathway itself were brought up by participants, but most 

reflections on evaluation and accountability policy were rooted in participants’ classroom 
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experiences, and most reflections on teacher preparation were grounded in participants’ 

experiences in programs working towards certification. 

Taken together, the responses of this set of alumni suggest the base of opinion on issues 

of educational policy is not quite as homogenous as critics suggest. On policies pertaining to 

charter schools and school choice, as well as teacher evaluation and accountability, this set of 

alumni included those whose views put them squarely in line with the neoliberal elements of the 

education reform community, though there is a sizeable voice advocating for policies that run 

counter to those orthodoxies. Views on teacher preparation do fall much more tightly in line with 

neoliberal conventions.  

In the next chapter, I turn to participants’ reflections on the potential growth of TFA 

alumni who hold positions of authority and influence in policy, and whether they think there are 

any implications, either positive or negative, of a potential surge of alumni in such positions. I 

include participants’ thoughts on their connection to the TFA network including their reactions 

to seeing TFA on the professional background of a candidate for either a job or a public office, 

their thoughts on political party affiliation and national education policy topics, and ways in 

which their TFA participation informed or influenced their thoughts on other social or economic 

policy topics. 
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VI. TFA, TFA ALUMNI, AND POLICY CHANGE 

I hear from all these young folks that they want to go into public policy, 
education policy, and I think that’s awesome. But please don’t do it without 
having real experience with the real people and the real issues, because you 
cannot be confident in yourself, you cannot read enough to really understand 
these issues without that experience. You can read Savage Inequality, and if you 
haven’t, you ought to, but you don’t have a visceral [re]action and understanding 
until you’re actually doing it, living alongside people. (Villanueva Beard, quoted 
in Huynh, 2015) 

The previous two chapters have examined the reflections of TFA alumni in policy on the 

more general aspects of their TFA experiences, and on the ways in which their TFA participation 

may have influenced their positions on charter schools and school choice, teacher evaluation and 

accountability, and teacher preparation. This chapter turns from the impact of participation on 

particular education policy topics to broader questions about ways in which TFA and its alumni 

engage in the policy process. 

This chapter begins with a discussion of the ways in which TFA and LEE operate within 

the policy world, independent of and in support of TFA alumni who are in the policy world, a 

discussion most relevant to this study’s third research question. This analysis includes the 

reflections of study participants on whether TFA and LEE should be engaging in direct policy 

work, and, if so, how. I then move onto the ways in which participants feel connected to a larger 

movement and network, including their thoughts on whether they might be partial to a candidate 

– for either a job or a public office – who lists TFA as part of his or her professional background; 

and whether participants thought that a surge of TFA alumni seeking positions of authority and 

influence might have any particular implications for the direction of education policy at various 

levels, either positive or negative. These questions are useful in further exploring the way in 

which TFA participation impacts TFA participants, which is the primary focus of this study’s 

first research question. The chapter concludes with participants’ responses to questions about 

political party preference and more general reflections on policy preferences outside of the three 
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issues discussed in Chapter Five, namely school choice and charter schools, teacher evaluation 

and accountability, and teacher preparation policy, addressing the study’s first two research 

questions. 

TEACH FOR AMERICA, LEADERSHIP FOR EDUCATIONAL EQUITY, AND THE 

POLICY WORLD 

The previous chapter included brief discussions of ways in which TFA itself has engaged, 

or avoided, policymaking efforts regarding charter schools and school choice, teacher evaluation 

and accountability policy, and teacher preparation policy. In this section, I look more closely at 

TFA and LEE as organizations in their own right, including ways in which the two organizations 

engage and promote alumni more directly. 

TEACH FOR AMERICA 

For most of its 25-year history, TFA’s aversion to policy advocacy was driven by Wendy 

Kopp’s personal sense that organizational capacities were better focused on the execution of 

TFA’s immediate goals. Indeed, in her first book, Kopp (2003) depicted the 1990s as TFA’s 

“Dark Years,” during which time leadership was stretched to the limit attending to the 

organization’s basic functions. Given these considerations, Kopp’s response to the question of 

TFA’s policy involvement reflected a sense that the organization’s policy pronouncements 

would come from little more than her own thoughts on a matter, rather than careful consideration 

of a policy. According to Kopp: 

My initial instinct and real conviction for many, many years – I mean, easily 
to our twentieth year – was that we’re not a policy shop. Policy issues are 
incredibly complicated and we don’t have the capacity to think through all of the 
unintended consequences and implications of every policy choice. I just felt like 
our greatest calling in the world wasn’t to become a policy shop and that in fact, 
weighing in on any given issue would really, given that we’re not a policy shop, 
be my personal opinion in the end. … And just the power of that versus the power 
of generating thousands of people who are operating grounded in the conviction 
and experience and all that comes from having taught in our low-income 
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communities, and working within every level and from all different angles, would 
be much more powerful. So I just thought – You know what?  Let’s stay the 
course on doing what we can uniquely do to fuel this larger movement, which 
would be to focus on our core mission and not veer off and try to become a policy 
shop. 

There were quite a few folks who thought that wasn’t a good idea, and who 
felt that as an organization deeply committed to certain principles and beliefs and 
values, how could we be a bystander in watching some of these policy debates go 
on?  Which is something that I understand as well, and ultimately, I do think that 
we came to believe that there were certain issues … that so deeply connected to 
the core of our ultimate objective, and where we really were in a unique position 
because of the scope of our work and our experience, where we kind of felt like 
we had a responsibility to weigh in. (Kopp, personal interview) 

The organization’s early policy-related endeavors focused on matters that were closely related to 

its capacity to operate – lobbying for alternative certification routes, and federal funding. More 

recent issues, expanded upon below, include matters like support for in-state tuition for 

undocumented immigrants, affirmative action cases, and matters of teacher-workforce diversity. 

TFA’s most recent IRS 990 available states that the organization spent over $900,000 on 

activities reportable to the IRS as “Political Campaign and Lobbying Activities”, and close to 

$600,000 in lobbying fees to non-employees (Teach For America, 2014c). According to the 

Center for Responsive Politics (CRP), which maintains a database tracking campaign 

contributions of candidates as well as lobbying expenditures in its Open Secrets database, TFA 

hired outside lobbyists in 2000, the earliest year for which they have data. In 2001, TFA hired 

Monica Healy, an experienced D.C. operative, whose background included work for Senators 

George Mitchell and Tom Daschle, the Clinton White House, and stints at nonprofits; Healy 

worked for TFA until 2007, by which point TFA was looking to grow and strengthen its 

lobbying capacity (Center for Responsive Politics, 2015; Russo, 2012). Alongside Healy’s work, 

TFA was also growing its public affairs presence. These efforts would come to be led by Kevin 

Huffman, who himself would go on to lead Tennessee’s Department of Education as 

Commissioner. Brittany Packnett, who joined TFA in 2007, would eventually take over this role, 

and was herself listed as a TFA lobbyist until she took over as Executive Director of TFA’s St. 

Louis region. Packnett is better known, however, for her leadership in recent Black Lives Matter 
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protests, and her subsequent appointment to President Obama’s Task Force on 21st Century 

Policing (The White House, 2014). The list of agencies lobbied includes both the US House and 

Senate, as well as the following federal executive departments: 

 Bureau of Indian Affairs 

 Corporation for National & Community Service 

 Federal Departments of Agriculture, Defense, Education, Health and Human 

Services, Justice, State, and Interior 

 National Science Foundation 

 White House, Executive Office of the President, White House Office of 

Management and Budget 

On matters related to its own operations, TFA has built an impressive track record at the federal 

level. While early successes, such as the organization’s inclusion as part of President Clinton’s 

National Community Service were built largely around ad-hoc efforts (Kopp, 2003), the 

organization now has a robust presence on Capitol Hill that helped it fight for its definition of a 

“highly qualified teacher,” which was discussed in Chapter V. The organization has also grown 

its revenue from federal funding, and managed to win $50 million in the form of an i3 Grant 

from the Department of Education. TFA also won its own line-item within the Higher Education 

Opportunity Act in 2008, guaranteeing $20 million fiscal year 2009, $25 million for fiscal year 

2010, and “such sums as may be necessary for each of the four succeeding fiscal years” (Miller, 

2008). 

When considering matters outside of its immediate operations sphere, TFA’s behavior 

has been largely in keeping with Kopp’s inclination to focus on immediate issues. This reticence 

to engage can be seen in Kopp’s own argument that education reform need not wait for reforms 

that address poverty; rather, regardless of impacts of poverty, great teachers can get results. In 

her book discussing TFA’s second decade, Kopp writes: 

In fact, in dozens of communities around the country, there are growing 
numbers of classrooms and growing numbers of schools that are demonstrating 
that we don’t need to wait to fix poverty in order to ensure that all children 
receive an excellent education. (Kopp & Farr, 2011) 

One participant, who had gone through the program in the early 90s, and also been a 

member of TFA’s staff on two separate stints, recalled the “dark years of TFA”, and echoed the 
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description offered by Kopp (2003). This alum described the organization, which at the time took 

in 500 teachers per year for a total size, nationwide, of 1,000 teachers, as just “a drop in the 

bucket. And yet we drew … disproportionate attention and hostility and fans on both sides” 

(TFA#031). The experience helped foster a bunker mentality, according to this alum, in which 

TFA focused on operations and looked to avoid getting in the middle of contentious fights. 

If two of the impediments to TFA taking a more active stance in policy debates involved 

organizational capacity and Kopp’s own reticence to weigh in on issues, then both of these 

impediments have recently diminished. TFA’s 990s show an organization with roughly $440 

million in assets (Teach For America, 2014c), and, though she remains Chair of TFA’s Board, 

Kopp is no longer involved in TFA’s day-to-day operations, focusing her time and professional 

energies on Teach For All, an organization she founded to implement a TFA model in other 

countries. Kopp allowed that TFA’s organizational behavior has begun to change, at least 

moderately, as she herself has moved on from the CEO role, citing examples like TFA’s 

Supreme Court Amicus Brief in Fisher v. Texas as a particular example:  

And so I believe now as the organization progresses, I mean, this is no longer 
my call, of course, but that the mindset is more, let’s pick our battles where we 
feel like to truly live in our values, [and where] we need to take a stand, we will. 
It led us to file an amicus brief in the affirmative action case that went to the 
Supreme Court. [It] led us to take a stand on various docket related issues. (Kopp, 
personal interview) 

Initiatives. More recently, TFA has also begun a number of “initiatives”. These 

initiatives include ways in which TFA is looking to change itself as an organization to ways in 

which TFA is looking to impact policy more directly, but all the initiatives indicate the values 

with which TFA would like to be associated. Five of the nine initiatives involve diversity within 

the teaching workforce by highlighting recruitment of various demographic groups. One focuses 

on hiring veterans, and three are more classroom-related. The initiatives listed on the TFA 

(2015f) website are: 

 African American Community Initiative 

 Asian American & Pacific Islander Initiative 
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 Diverse Learner Initiative 

 Early Childhood Education Initiative 

 Latino Community Initiative 

 LGBTQ Community Initiative 

 Military Veterans Initiative  

 Native Alliance Initiative 

 STEM Initiative 

Given the relatively small number of teachers that TFA adds to the general teaching population 

each year, the organization’s initiatives related to hiring more minorities will not have much 

impact on the diversity of the nation’s teaching force writ-large, but the initiatives afford the 

organization a way to highlight issues related to workforce diversity in a larger context. One 

alum, who supports these efforts, but who is not connected with the initiatives, recalled a 

message TFA had sent regarding the diversity of an incoming corps and put it this way: 

For example, they announced this past year that they have recruited the most 
diverse corps ever and in the process of them doing so they brought light to a 
really important and pressing issue across the teaching force more broadly which 
is the lack of diversity in the teaching force. (TFA#019) 

The Latino Community Initiative, however, goes beyond advocacy for diversity within its own 

ranks, or even diversity within the larger teacher workforce, and offers an example of ways in 

which TFA is using its own admissions policies to advocate for broader social issues. The 

initiative prioritizes the recruitment of “eligible individuals with Deferred Action for Childhood 

Arrivals (DACA) status” to apply to TFA, such individuals are those who have grown up in the 

United States, but arrived as children without proper documentation (Teach For America, 2015l). 

In addition to recruiting “DACAmented” teachers, TFA also provides legal assistance to corps 

members whose Employment Authorization Document, a form granted by the US Office of 

Citizenship and Immigration Services that allows non-citizens to work in the US, is set to expire 

during their two-year commitment. As noted in Chapter Two, however, the picture is not entirely 

positive. Given that the neighborhoods in which TFA places its teachers are the very 

neighborhoods where schools have been important sources of jobs for minority teachers, TFA’s 

immediate impact (White, 2016). 
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Through the Diverse Learner Initiative, TFA is advocating for better educational 

opportunities for students with disabilities. The initiative includes regional partnerships with 

nonprofits that are dedicated to helping parents and educators of special needs learners, a list of 

resources for teachers with special education students, and a declaration of support for The Every 

Child Counts Act, The Empowering Parents and Students Through Information Act, and the U.S. 

Department of Education’s Guidance on Bullying of Students with Disabilities (Teach For 

America, 2015d). 

In its Early Childhood Education Initiative, TFA includes placement of teachers in pre-k 

classrooms in low-income neighborhoods, and as Head Start teachers (Teach For America, 

2015m). Head Start is also a program listed among the issues for which TFA has declared a 

registered lobbying interest (Center for Responsive Politics, 2015). The STEM Initiative supports 

the fortification of STEM instruction, particularly at the high school level, and notes that roughly 

3,500 of its current corps members – about 70 percent – teach a STEM subject at either the 

elementary or secondary level (Teach For America, 2015g). 

While the institution of these initiatives indicates a willingness of TFA to more explicitly 

engage in policy discussions beyond those related to alternative certification, the aversion to 

policy advocacy hasn’t fully escaped the organization with Kopp’s departure. In a speech to the 

approximately 15,000 TFA corps members and alumni attending at the organization’s 25th 

Anniversary Summit in Washington, DC, Elisa Villaneuva Beard, TFA’s current CEO, seemed 

to take a position that contrasted with Kopp’s previous assertions that we don’t need to fix 

poverty in order to fix education, going as far as to say: “So you can’t teach and deny that 

poverty matters; that healthcare matters; that housing matters; that race matters. You can’t deny 

that these things matter because you saw them matter for your students” (Beard, 2016a). Even as 

she called these issues critical, however, Beard forwent a full-throated policy connection, 

choosing instead to celebrate the TFA community’s “diversity—of opinion, of identity, of belief” 

as the organization’s strength in the same speech. Further, this statement is highly compatible 
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with the premise on which TFA’s long-term theory of change is built – that the alumni, not the 

central organization, will be the driving force for change. 

Fellowships. Some of the tools that TFA has deployed for the alumni network are 

discussed in greater detail in this chapter’s next section, but, in addition to networking-related 

resources that connect alumni to one another, TFA maintains resources that connect alumni to 

positions of authority and influence within the education policy world. Independent from the 

activities of LEE, which are discussed below, TFA advertises five fellowships for alumni. Two 

of these fellowships cover school leadership in rural settings, and one is targeted to continuing 

teachers. One fellowship, the Capitol Hill Fellowship, includes a placement on the staff of a 

Congressman, Senator, or congressional committee, a $60k stipend, as well as monthly 

professional development sessions, and various opportunities for networking. The organization 

includes the following disclaimer in their overview of the program: 

The Fellows do not lobby on behalf of Teach For America or work on issues 
related to Teach For America during this Fellowship, but instead work on issues 
assigned by a member of Congress or congressional committee in Washington, 
D.C. Each cohort reflects the diversity of the country, with Fellows from many 
states and both political parties. (Teach For America, 2015j) 

The School Systems Leaders Fellowship places alumni in roles at the cabinet or sub-

cabinet level and includes similar promises of professional development and networking for 

participants. Unlike the Capitol Hill Fellows, the School Systems Leaders Fellows are employees 

of a given district. Given the level at which the fellow will be placed, this particular fellowship 

does have a requirement of experience managing, including prior experience in a role with hiring 

and firing authority (Teach For America, 2015k). 

Though TFA and TFA’s alumni are not one and the same, popular accounts often 

conflate the two and hold each accountable for the statements and actions of the other. One 

example of this, explored in greater detail later in this chapter, involves the mayoral candidacy of 

DeRay Mckesson. Though Mckesson himself is a TFA alum, many of the questions he has to 

answer about his connection to the organization imply a close connection with TFA’s central 
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structure – a connection against which Mckesson pushes back quite vigorously (“Reality Check,” 

2016). Demonstrating that the reverse is also true, Kopp cited the way in which the zeitgeist 

equates Michelle Rhee and her policy priorities with those of TFA. Though she acknowledged 

both a professional respect and warm personal feelings towards Rhee, Kopp also recognized: 

“We’ve got Michelle Rhee, the most visible TFA alum ever, who I think most people seem to 

believe speaks for TFA.… Which is really fascinating, given that she doesn’t speak for me, for 

one, and for most of the other TFA alums I’ve ever met in my life” (Kopp, personal interview). 

 ALUMNI REFLECTIONS ON TFA IN POLICY 

To the extent that the identities of TFA and its alumni are merged in much of the popular 

discourse, I asked this sample for their thoughts on TFA itself in the policy process. While a 

handful of alumni felt too separate from the organization to comment, most participants’ 

responses acknowledged that, in the words of one alum, even if the organization and its alumni 

are truly separate entities, “TFA is such a strong brand that I think the alumni feel some 

ownership over it” (TFA#031). 

The alumni in this sample were divided on whether TFA should attempt to directly 

influence education policy through lobbying, organizing, and advocating for particular issues or 

causes, largely echoing the conflicted feelings Kopp herself described. Those who advocated for 

greater involvement varied in their assessment of the level of involvement that TFA should have, 

including alumni who favored a more expansive policy operation, alumni who thought the 

organization should hew closely to the issues that relate directly to its own operations, and 

alumni whose thoughts are best characterized as ambivalent. 

Alumni in favor of advocacy. Several alumni felt the organization couldn’t credibly 

claim to support educational equity without also supporting equity from other angles, though the 

set of alumni arguing for more expansive policy priorities was smaller than the set who thought 

TFA should be leverage its capacity on issues more closely related to its core mission and goals. 
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One alum, using almost identical terms to those supplied by Kopp in her description of the two 

sides of the debate, described a desire to see TFA take a firm stance on a broad range of policies 

that are connected to fighting poverty and promoting equity. This alum made the case by saying: 

My hope is that Teach for America decides that it’s a larger social justice 
organization. Part of the reason for that, I think, is because the way that the 
organization bills itself to me and the way that it talks aspirationally is, “We are 
an organization committed to educational equity.” If you’re an organization that’s 
committed to educational equity, in my opinion, that means that you need a 
position on the minimum wage and you need to come out in favor of it.…  You 
need to be in favor of the EITC. You need a position on full employment. I just 
think that … you don't have to actively advocate for all of those things but I think 
you need to state an official policy position on those things. (TFA#027) 

Alumni who held the view that TFA should maintain explicit positions on a broader set of issues, 

including the alum cited here, allowed that the organization might not actively advocate for 

policy change or organize around these ancillary issues, but they felt the organization ought to be 

on the record on a broader swath of issues or could partner with organizations and nonprofits 

already in those spaces. One alum felt the absence of firm positions would allow the organization 

to be labeled and defined by outsiders, rather than defining itself, recalling the adage, “if you 

stand for nothing you will fall for anything” (TFA#004). 

Another set of alumni thought TFA was better served by sticking to its lane. This did not 

mean taking the organization out of the policy sphere altogether, as most members of this subset 

acknowledged both TFA’s need to work with policymakers at all levels in order for funding and 

operations. Some of these alumni also felt that there is really no way for TFA to avoid the 

politics of policy advocacy, given the fact that the space itself is so political. Arguing for a robust 

set of policy positions, one alum said: 

I think that, from a public affairs perspective, Teach For America should 
assert a set of positions that are about opportunity for young people, that are about 
the rights of teachers in line with its mission. They should be unapologetic about 
those things. And at the same time they should be smart about those things and 
know that you use your political capital when you have it. That means you don’t 
use it every day. And you can't take stupid risks. 

 
So that’s no different from anybody else, but the idea that Teach For America 

shouldn’t be political is like Exxon thinking that because it’s not a lobbying 
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organization it shouldn’t be political. We all have interests. We all have 
perspectives. We all have missions. And sometimes protecting those things or 
achieving those things takes getting into … politics. (TFA#039) 

Most members of this sample thought TFA could credibly weigh in on issues that are 

closely related to its own mission and goals, while still moving beyond the narrow operational 

interests of funding and legally securing alternative certification pathways in districts. One alum 

described the litmus test as follows: “I think Teach for America … serves itself best when it 

basically says, what is our mission? What are our goals? And does this rise to a level of being 

critically important to our ability to hit the mission and goals?” (TFA#016). On the issue of 

teacher preparation, one alum compared TFA to colleges and universities that have teacher 

preparation programs. “I think that there is a role that Teach For America can play just like 

universities do,” said one alum. “When there’s a piece of legislation that affects teacher prep 

universities surely weigh in” (TFA#036). Colleges and universities don’t tend to take 

institutional positions, as this alum suggests, but it is not unheard of for institutional leaders to 

weigh in on significant policy proposals in the Op Ed pages of appropriate publications (for 

example, Fuhrman, 2015). 

While alumni who preferred a more expansive policy advocacy operation on TFA’s part 

tied the educational equity mission to a larger social justice goal, alumni who argued TFA should 

keep a tighter focus thought TFA should limit policy advocacy to issues where it has 

organizational interests and expertise. One alum appreciated the fact that TFA has stuck more 

closely to its own bailiwick, and offered the following thoughts on when TFA ought to speak up, 

and when the organization ought to keep quiet: 

Anytime that an opinion has been shared, whether that’s around teacher prep 
or recent Dream Act stuff, where you can make those clear ties and I've 
appreciated when those connections have been drawn.… But similarly appreciate 
when we keep our mouth shut when we don’t necessarily have the expertise to be 
weighing in or defining dialogue around some of those things that are more 
tangential to the core operations of our organization. (TFA#033) 

Alumni favoring TFA neutrality. Four main reasons for favoring a more neutral 

organizational approach shone through in these responses. These included the risks of alienating 
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various stakeholders and potential supporters, alienating prospective applicants, the pitfalls of 

mission-creep, and the idea that the alumni should be out in front on matters of policy. 

Several pointed to TFA’s need to attract bipartisan support at federal, state, and local 

levels, and one noted specifically that TFA’s interests, and education policy more broadly, often 

escapes a traditional left/right or Democrat/Republican division (TFA#013). Another alum 

thought that the organization should avoid antagonizing local stakeholders or engendering 

ill-will among a larger population, in particular the larger population of teachers, so that new 

TFA recruits are not burdened by battles being fought several levels up, saying: 

Part of me feels like they should just, for the sake of their members who are 
currently placed, stay as neutral as possible. Just to not ignite anymore difficulty 
and [ensure] there’s success with their members being able to work within the 
communities (TFA#019) 

Alienating local policymakers, funders, or the teachers alongside whom TFA recruits will 

teach is one potential problem. Alienating potential recruits is another problem. One alum 

admitted that she would welcome public declarations from TFA on policy matters when viewing 

the landscape through the lens of a district-level policymaker, but she also acknowledged the 

reality of recruiting new members and the potential detriment of staking out policy territory, 

saying: 

There are two parts to the mission, get great people who can deliver [and] 
bring the results in the first two years, and who, over time, will help change equity 
for kids. So, anything you do that narrows that pool could be seen as detrimental 
to the mission.… If your mission is to get great people at the table, then you need 
diversity of perspective, and it’s kind of hard to have diversity of perspective if 
you have a platform. (TFA#026) 

Indeed the notion that the organization’s reputation could come to harm its recruitment efforts is 

one that is particularly salient given the organization’s current decline in recruitment numbers. 

Some accounts even explicitly note the reputation of the organization’s major financial backers, 

a list which includes corporate philanthropic organizations, like the Walton Foundation, to 

explain why recruitment has in fact fallen for three years in a row (Ehrenfrend, 2016; Mead, 

Chuong & Goodson). 
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A number of alumni thought that the central organization was best served by focusing on 

the day-to-day operations of recruiting new members, training them, and supporting them in the 

classroom. To some alumni, this was a matter of mission creep and resource constraint. Another 

aspect of the already-discussed “dark years” was the over-extension of TFA’s resources as the 

organization tried to do too much (Kopp, 2003). One alum put it this way: 

I think it’s a matter of resource constraint. I think TFA’s focus needs to be on 
developing the best classroom teachers as possible.… Their priority needs to be 
aligned to making sure the experience is best for the corps members, more than 
anything else.… I had a phenomenal experience with Teach for America. I 
received a ton of support from them in terms of making sure my first year was a 
success and my second year was a success, and I think that needs to be the focus 
of the organization. (TFA#046) 

This alum, as well as the alum cited immediately above with comments about maintaining 

diversity of perspective, were two of several to point out that, even if the organization is in a 

difficult place regarding policy advocacy work, TFA’s mission and theory specifically call on 

alumni to use their experience in the classroom to address educational inequity. 

One particularly interesting insight came from an alum who thought that the message 

would be taken more seriously if it came from a member of the privileged elite rather than from a 

traditional teacher. In a direct comparison to depictions of white parents engaging Senators and 

Congressmen about race in the South when their own children joined the SNCC, this alum said 

the following: 

A lot of the corps members, the bulk of them have been white and from 
privileged schools. And that sanctifies what's being said. Having a bunch of white 
kids from Princeton talking about how hard it resonates way more than the local 
teacher saying it…. And because it’s being said by mostly white people of 
privilege, it’s understood differently than if it came from communities of color. 
(TFA#019) 

When taken with the discussion of TFA’s activity around teacher preparation policy, as 

discussed in the previous chapter, there is clear evidence that TFA is looking to push the field in 

certain directions on teacher preparation and teacher-workforce diversity through a mix of direct 

advocacy, partnerships with other organizations in the education space, and the highlighting of 
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larger priorities through its own admissions process. The organization still, however, looks to 

leverage its alumni, helping them gain experience and find jobs in Washington, DC, and in state 

capitals around the country. While TFA maintains a limited selection of fellowships for alumni 

on its own, the major entity pushing alumni into positions of authority and influence is LEE. 

LEADERSHIP FOR EDUCATIONAL EQUITY 

Though TFA maintains its own operation for alumni affairs, LEE is purpose-built to help 

alumni who are interested in policy and policy-related endeavors. LEE was spun-off from TFA 

to support TFA alumni in the pursuit of elected office, school systems leadership, and leadership 

of advocacy organizations. Policy change wrought by alumni has always been a part of TFA’s 

theory of change, even if LEE was only established more recently. To this end, the organization 

maintains its own online resource bank, separate from the alumni portal maintained by TFA, and 

LEE also organizes its own events, workshops, and networking opportunities for TFA alumni. 

Though dwarfed by TFA’s resources, LEE’s amended IRS 990 for fiscal-year 2013 reported 

revenues of over $10 million, year-end net assets exceeding $4 million, and almost $1 million in 

cash-reserves (Leadership for Educational Equity, 2015b). 

LEE maintained a significant presence at TFA’s 25th Anniversary Summit, with 

representation on panels and a general presence at the conference that included sponsorship of a 

happy hour event and hosting a “Ready to Run Brunch” in which members could “explore how 

they can make an impact for kids by serving as an elected leader” (Leadership for Educational 

Equity, 2016a). 

In addition to their activities at the Alumni Summit, LEE organizes events for members 

on its own. These events are focused on assisting and enabling TFA alumni whose interests in 

pursuing public office range from those who have given the topic cursory thought to those who 

are actively thinking about starting a campaign. There are regional workshops, such as “LEE’s 

Bay Area Campaign Boot Camp” (Leadership for Educational Equity, 2016b), that zero in on 
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highly local political contexts and help alumni develop their understanding of what is entailed in 

mounting such an effort. Additional details about such events, however, are stored within a 

password protected portal, to which only LEE members have access. 

Several alumni in this sample discussed their own interactions with LEE. Some had gone 

to LEE trainings, workshops, and events. One alum offered a brief description of a retreat 

sponsored by LEE that was targeted at female alumni thinking about pursuing public office, 

saying: 

I was involved with a [LEE] initiative, Women in Leadership, … where they 
want to encourage women to go into … political positions. So I went to a retreat 
that was paid for by [LEE] in Phoenix, Arizona, where they taught us how to 
campaign, and write a political speech. [It was] all about, “How do you get from 
where you are now to a political position?” And so that was really helpful. I stay 
in contact with that group through Facebook and occasionally … we have to 
respond to surveys and other email inquiries. (TFA#018) 

Though this particular alum did not have any immediate plans to run for office or seek one of the 

positions discussed in the training, she noted that it is something she things about, especially 

when she receives messages or materials from fellow trainees or from the organization itself. 

Most, though not all, alumni who had run for office at any level also talked more 

specifically about ways in which LEE had helped them in their campaigns. One alum who had 

run a successful campaign for school board against a long-serving incumbent gave most of the 

credit for his win to LEE, describing the resources and advice from which he benefited as a 

candidate: 

In terms of how it’s impacted my run for school board, Leadership for 
Educational Equity,… that resource alone gave me … the resources, the tools, the 
planning ability to run a really, really, really good school board campaign.… It 
wasn’t me, but I – there are people who have been doing this for decades, who 
would come up to be and [say], “How did you do that?  That was an amazing 
campaign you ran. It was effective. It was high profile. You got your name out 
there. You respected every other single candidate. You never threw mud. You did 
such a good job,” and, as people are giving me all this praise, what’s in the back 
of my mind is LEE. LEE helped me – I mean at the end of the day I executed the 
campaign, but LEE really gave me access to understanding what a good campaign 
is. What are the components, how do you plan out the days?  How do you prep for 
interviews?  So I had access to a lot of resources through LEE. (TFA#032) 
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To be sure, not all participants who have run for an elected position have utilized LEE’s 

resources or benefited from its help. In particular, given LEE’s relatively recent founding, alumni 

from earlier years offered fewer stories about involvement with LEE and fewer stories about 

support from LEE. As the alum cited here demonstrates, however, those resources can be 

consequential. 

LEE has also begun to move beyond a mission of supporting TFA alumni who are 

looking for jobs or careers in the policy world. More recently, LEE has been become involved in 

efforts to organize its own members, as well as members of the communities in which TFA 

places corps members, in support of particular policies. The LEE National Organizing 

Leadership Network boasts efforts in 15 different locations, focused on issues that included the 

passage of a $310 million housing bond in San Francisco, a restorative justice program in 

Charlotte, NC, and a raft of other initiatives in cities all over the United States (Leadership for 

Educational Equity, 2015a). 

In Los Angeles, the local initiative connected to the LEE National Organizing Leadership 

Network settled on the dearth of crossing guards as the issue around which the group should 

organize. This particular initiative, was explicitly discussed by an alum in the Los Angeles area 

who used the story as an example of ways in which TFA alumni might surprise their critics. This 

alum noted the lack of issues, like the ones discussed in the previous chapter, that would excite 

national education reform organizations, and the alum cited here expressed a belief that this 

particular instance was not an outlier, saying: “I suspect we are going to find more … cases 

where … there are discrepancies between the high politics, if you will, of [education] reform on 

a national level, and what [LEE] members are saying on the ground” (TFA#011). Indeed, at 

another such issue assembly in Harlem, initial topics to which the group might devote its 

energies ranged from addressing school discipline and the school-to-prison pipeline to 

encouraging the provision of wraparound services through community schools. The 

approximately 200 attendees settled on school segregation, culturally relevant pedagogy, and 
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providing in-school supports and reforming disciplinary policies as the major issues around 

which to organize in this area. 

Several alumni have already been cited as using LEE resources in their campaigns or 

attending LEE workshops or events, and, perhaps unsurprisingly, the alumni in this sample were 

broadly supportive of LEE’s mission and operations. Even those who had not attended a training 

or utilized LEE support for a campaign of their own were positive in their reflections about the 

larger idea, and only a handful of alumni expressed concerns. While a number of alumni spoke 

generally about LEE having the potential to be a powerful organization, one alum, who had 

successfully run for office explained LEE’s power as follows: 

Running for City Council or State Assembly is not a presidential campaign. 
You’re talking about margins of a few thousand or even a few hundred votes, and 
a few committed, talented people can easily change the outcome of a local 
election. Also, money is, for better or worse, a reality in local elections, and it 
doesn’t take thousands of donors to change the outcome of a local election either. 
A few committed donors or remunerated funds from their peers, and maybe even 
a small number [who] can give considerably themselves, can change the outcome 
of a local election. Plus in [CITY], where there are thousands of … alumni [and] 
hundreds of core members, my goodness, you have the makings of an army there. 
I’m not naive with the challenges of mobilizing them, but the idea that candidates 
who are incredibly passionate about education and have personal life experience 
as educators, that’s a really powerful idea. (TFA#010) 

One alum, in a statewide position appointed by the governor, noted that she had not used LEE’s 

resources to help get the job, but noted, “I think if I ever were to run for office I would reach out 

ASAP” (TFA#015). 

Alumni perspectives on LEE. Alumni in this sample were supportive of the 

organization, but the level of engagement with the organization was somewhat limited, and 

alumni in this sample hadn’t given a lot of thought to ways in which they favor or oppose LEE’s 

operations. There was some disagreement over how the organization should approach its work. 

Should LEE support all TFA alumni, independent of their education policy positions and 

preferences? Or should LEE be supporting candidates with particular education agendas, and 

itself adopt position that espouse a certain viewpoint? On one side were alumni who argued that 
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LEE should declare its values and then support candidates who support those values. Referring 

to a conversation with other TFA alumni at a LEE event, one alum recalled that everybody in the 

discussion referenced non-TFA teachers at their schools who they thought could contribute to the 

discussion (TFA#028). One alum thought that the LEE’s mission, which focuses on educational 

equality, would allow it to reach beyond TFA alumni (TFA#005). 

Invoking the idea that there is more diversity to the beliefs of TFA alumni than is 

represented in popular depictions, one participant noted his own differences with one of TFA’s 

better-known alums, Steve Zimmer, saying: 

Steve Zimmer out in LA has policy beliefs that are probably pretty different 
than mine … so whatever LEE does, it seems like it’s got to be policy agnostic. 
LEE has to be operating in a world where it’s not saying my beliefs are good and 
Steve Zimmer’s are bad, or the other way around. … It’s almost like a career 
office for alum. It doesn’t say, “I don’t like the kind of career you want to 
choose.” It teaches you how to write a resume. I think there’s a policy and 
political corollary to that, [which] is probably where LEE needs to fall out. 
(TFA#016) 

As with TFA and policy neutrality, alumni who felt LEE should be neutral often went 

back to the original second-half of the theory of change – that alumni would lead the way from 

the field. One alum, who spent some time working on TFA’s staff, called LEE’s policy neutrality 

“both brilliant and infuriating,” and reiterated the theory of change and the argument to stay 

policy neutral, saying: 

You take someone with tremendous leadership potential who has had a life 
transformational event, and that person will become a good leader. And so it 
doesn’t matter what their politics are if they’ve had this teaching experience and 
believe deeply in what's right and good for kids they are going to be a good 
leader.  I know less about their policy in the advocacy positions. I will say that the 
two of their trainings both around political leadership less because I’m looking to 
run, but more because I was a staff member who needed to know what I was 
hawking. And I thought they were fabulous. I thought the trainings were actually 
fabulous and very agnostic a-political but really, really great for alumni who are 
interested in running. (TFA#004) 

Though most members of the sample who felt familiar enough with LEE to give an 

opinion offered a positive outlook, a small number of alumni who expressed concerns about the 

organization that went beyond a debate over the merits of policy neutrality. A handful of alumni 
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thought the group’s resources could be made available to people who were not TFA alumni, but 

who were committed to the values espoused by LEE. These alumni did acknowledge, however, 

that this could be tricky, given that such declarations of support would have to be made 

according to certain criteria, criteria which could conceivably lead to the exclusion of TFA 

alumni. One alum felt that, if LEE was going to be policy neutral, they needed to do a better job 

when it comes to finding partner organizations and panelists for initiatives and events, because 

their current selections skew heavily to the groups that favor neoliberal education reform policies 

(TFA#027). Two alumni questioned the underlying theory of action. One, who had attended a 

LEE fellowship training argued that political beliefs are shaped by much more than two years in 

the classroom, while another thought that two years not a sufficient amount of time for 

somebody to develop the capacities required for these jobs, saying: 

I don't necessarily feel good about it only because I think there’s such a fast 
track from the classroom experience of a corps member to this pipeline into 
leadership. It does worry me. I’ve seen some of the leadership come after what I 
would consider a very brief experience in schools. So, just the model itself seems 
to be such a fast track, and it’s awkward because in my research in charter 
schools, when I’m interviewing teachers, they often talk about how young and 
inexperienced their own principals are who happen to be TFA alum or I’ve met, 
you know, educators who went the traditional route and are either veteran 
educators or whatnot and just can’t wrap their minds around a principal who has 
fewer years of experience than them. I’ve actually met those individuals who 
taught for two or three years and are now leading a school, are leading their own 
school, and they tend to talk positively about their school and their experience. 
But, it is such a fast track. I don't know. The model itself just on the outside is 
worrisome to me in terms of that. (TFA#017) 

A number of alumni noted that TFA is now a multi-generational affair, so this critique may not 

apply to those who did TFA in the ‘90s, but it is certainly a fair concern when discussing more 

recent TFA alumni like Bill Fergusson, whose victory at age 27 made him the Maryland Senate’s 

youngest member, and DeRay Mckesson who will be just 31 years old when the next Mayor of 

Baltimore takes the oath of office. 

Whether it wants a place in today’s education policy space or not, TFA has one. TFA, 

however, maintains a fairly narrow set of policy issues on which it directly lobbies and 
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advocates, and conserves most of its energy for education debates that are directly related to its 

own operations and functions. In recent years, the organization has become more vocal on issues 

concerning teacher preparation, discussed in the previous chapter as more closely related to its 

own status as a preparer of teachers. As TFA works with legislators and policymakers on issues 

related to its funding and placement of corps members as well as issues beyond that, however the 

organization still focuses considerable energy on ensuring alumni are positioned to wage fights 

on education policy. LEE’s model for the selection of issues to highlight may lend the support of 

an organizational structure, but the efforts are still dependent upon an alumni network showing 

up and doing at least some of the heavy lifting. 

ALUMNI ENGAGEMENT WITH FORMAL AND INFORMAL NETWORKS 

As discussed in Chapter II, organizations like TFA must offer participants selective 

benefits that are not enjoyed by individuals who do not join the organization, even if 

nonparticipating individuals do benefit from collective benefits that can be enjoyed by everyone. 

These selective benefits take three primary forms. Material benefits have tangible value and may 

include money or services. Solidary benefits include camaraderie and status. Expressive benefits 

are those that come from the accomplishment of a goal or advancement of a cause. To varying 

degrees, all three of these benefits accrue to TFA participants, but discussions of the TFA alumni 

network and participants’ places in it emphasized the solidary benefits of belonging to an 

organization like TFA. 

Participants’ reflections included their thoughts on TFA’s alumni network, and the extent 

to which they feel they belong to a formal alumni network as well as ways in which the informal 

TFA network impacts their lives. The formal network encapsulates events hosted or facilitated 

by TFA, from small gatherings that take place in regional contexts, to large, glitzy gatherings in 

Washington, DC like the ones TFA organized for its 20th and 25th anniversaries featuring 

messages of support from President Obama and headline performances by John Legend and 
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Janelle Monáe. The informal network refers to the connections, strong and weak, between 

alumni, and it incorporates relationships with friends, roommates, classmates, and fellow corps 

members, as well as biases towards other members of the organization with whom no other 

connection would exist if not for TFA. To get a sense for whether alumni in this sample felt they 

were part of larger a network and potential biases towards fellow TFA alumni, I also asked 

whether seeing TFA on a resume of a job candidate might impact a participant’s impressions and 

whether knowing that a candidate for public office was a TFA alum might influence them in 

favor of that candidate. 

Most alumni in this sample acknowledged the existence of a formal alumni network, but 

few described it as a large presence in their lives. Earlier in this chapter, I noted the sense of 

ownership alumni express in their affiliation. While they may have strong emotional ties to the 

brand, their interactions with the formal organization were somewhat limited. “There is not [a] 

super intense sense of belonging,” said one alum, “like you would feel toward like a college alma 

mater” (TFA#046). Alumni were much more likely to describe their informal TFA networks as 

impacting their day-to-day lives. Participants discussed friendships formed during their time in 

TFA with former colleagues and roommates, and even spouses as influential in their day-to-day 

lives. Several participants also discussed finding fellow TFA alumni in the course of their 

professional lives and formed new connections. 

FORMAL ALUMNI NETWORK 

TFA has a formal alumni affairs operation that operates at both the national and regional 

levels. The organization maintains various tools and resources for alumni to facilitate general 

networking and, more specifically, job searching. After recently revamping some of the online 

tools for alumni, TFA’s Vice President of Alumni Teaching and its Managing Director of Web 

Development said that, as “TFA evolves its digital strategy, the organization is building a 

centralized, mobile-friendly experience” (Wheatley & Remy, 2015). The organization’s main 
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portal, the People and Opportunities Hub, contains job boards, discussion boards, and ways to 

share information with potential employers: 

The People and Opportunities Hub is a mobile-friendly platform where 
alumni and corps members network; link social media accounts; search for and 
apply to roles; submit a resume to national and regional collections; and share 
information with our partner organizations. (Teach For America, 2015o) 

In addition to these resources, TFA maintains several e-mail newsletters that range from the 

more general TFA Briefing, a bi-weekly e-mail with summaries of TFA-related news and 

updates, to more newsletters targeted to alumni who are teaching, leading schools, or working in 

school districts. Additionally, the organization publishes One Day, a quarterly magazine which is 

mailed to all alumni. TFA also conducts an annual survey of alumni. 

TFA hosts events of various sizes and reach. On the larger end of the spectrum are 

gatherings like the 20th and 25th Anniversary Summits, held in Washington, DC. This past 

February, the 25th Anniversary Summit attracted over 15,000 alumni from all over the country, 

and featured panel discussions on topics ranging from policy to pedagogy. Panels included TFA 

alumni and non-alums, and topics included, “What Works and What Doesn’t in Education 

Policy? Examining Recent Trends and Their Impact on Students”, “What Will it Take to Reach 

One Day?”, “Then and Now: The New Civil Rights Agenda and Education”, and “Shutting 

Down the School-to-Prison Pipeline”, and the lists of panelists included names like Michael 

Johnston, Andy Rotherham, Jon Schnur, Hanna Skandera, Joel Klein, Kevin Huffman, Kira 

Orange Jones, Brittany Packnett, DeRay Mckesson, and Cami Anderson among many more 

(Teach For America, 2016d). As mentioned above, the event featured a taped message of support 

from President Obama (who also taped and sent a message of support for the group’s 20th 

Anniversary Summit), and Acting-Education Secretary John King followed the lead of his 

predecessor and participated in a panel. 

Aside from the large gatherings that take place every five years, TFA holds an annual 

Educators Conference, with sessions focusing primarily on professional development for alumni 

who are still teaching or leading schools. The organization also hosts smaller events. Alumni in 
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NYC, for example, were invited to a book talk with Joel Klein at the NYC offices of AOL, Inc. 

shortly after Klein released his account of his tenure as New York City Chancellor. Though 

Klein (2014) was not a TFA alum, the former chancellor has been a TFA advocate from the early 

days of his tenure as chancellor and is currently a member of TFA’s national Board of Directors 

(Teach For America, 2016a). The Collective, TFA’s group for alumni of color, organizes or 

facilitates additional events and alumni gatherings. 

Of those who discussed a more active interaction with the formal network, one alum 

brought up ways in which he draws on fellow alumni for advice and support, but this alum’s 

response cast TFA’s role in facilitating these interactions as more central than the responses of 

other participants in the study. 

That ecosystem that Teach For America creates is so remarkably important. 
…Just in one [district], my corps year [yielded] 4 separate school leaders. I think 
that that’s pretty dramatic that a sixth of the schools [have leaders from] just [my 
corps year], and there were only 90 of us to start with. And so I'm in touch with 
them constantly. It may influence what I believe about things every day, and 
whenever I have a policy question come up they're the people I call first. So I 
would say maintaining that network and the events they provide just to get us all 
together in a room I mean it’s been incredibly impactful for me in my legislative 
capacity. I never thought it would influence my beliefs every day. (TFA#036) 

In addition to the alumni who listed TFA events and gatherings, one alum pointed to his 

involvement with The Collective (TFA#030), one discussed assisting with recruitment activities 

(TFA#022), while another discussed how useful the network has been to her work in her current 

organization, saying, “Teach for America is a great conduit to get into schools through alumni or 

corps members who are doing some of the work that needs to be done. So I would say I am an 

active alum and supporter” (TFA#004). 

Several alumni also asserted that TFA’s own in-house alumni efforts are somewhat 

underdeveloped. One alum told a typical story about getting to know one Alumni Director in 

Washington, D.C. before this person was replaced in the role, and went on to say: 

One of the best-kept secrets, I think, about Teach for America is the degree to 
which their alumni outreach is a work-in-progress. For all that I hear about their 
… control of the ed-policy space, or of the various ways that they are using and 
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wielding their alums to the organization’s advantage, man, as an alum, it’s been 
sporadic at best that I’ve heard from these guys. (TFA#024) 

A number of other alumni discussed the turnover in the ranks of TFA alumni outreach personnel 

as an obstacle to sustained interaction, and some described a sense that TFA’s regional alumni 

offices don’t keep track of who moves into or out of regions. One alum, who moved from 

Baltimore to the Bay Area, described how the onus to connect with TFA and, through TFA, 

fellow alumni was on her, saying: 

I moved from Baltimore, where I was a corps member … to the Bay Area. 
And there is a Bay Area corps … but their focus was on recruiting their corps, 
placing their corps members, training and supporting them. I never got a reach out 
from them. Because I was interested in finding likeminded people, or [a] 
community from TFA, I reached out and found that they were there and did the 
same when I was in New York. So I guess some of that could just be technology 
and tracking people as they move. But short of their annual survey, there’s no 
[outreach] from [TFA]. (TFA#013) 

In addition to comments about TFA’s general lack of outreach, some alumni thought the 

outreach they did receive did not feel particularly applicable to them. TFA likes to highlight 

corps members who were themselves taught by TFA teachers, but the organization’s 

generational span has implications for the way in which it engages with alumni. Events catering 

to a younger set of twenty- and thirty-something year-olds are less likely to draw in people who 

joined TFA in the 1990s. In the words of one alum who was part of an earlier corps-year: 

I’m not that involved, and I think it’s because I honestly just feel old. I feel 
like I’m in a different life stage amongst the people. They meet at bars. I’ve got 
kids. It feels more like I’m there to help, which is fine, and mentor, I love that. …  
I would like to see more people my age but I don't think they are attending those 
events, either. (TFA#028) 

Of course, the vast majority of corps members are relatively young, given the growth patterns of 

TFA, so TFA’s engagement methods may well change after a critical mass of alumni age into 

this demographic. 

Listing TFA on professional background. Besides comments about TFA’s alumni 

outreach operation, several alumni conveyed the sense that discussing their TFA background 

wasn’t always beneficial considering TFA’s reputation in the current education reform climate. 
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Some, though certainly not all, alumni in this sample said that they struggle with the question of 

whether or not to put TFA on their resume, list it as part of their professional backgrounds, or 

even talk too publicly about it. Said one: 

I am struggling because, professionally, it is not very advantageous for me to 
focus on the Teach for America side of my experience … so I don’t want to … 
formally be … associated with them right now. That might be temporary. And … 
I don’t want to say bad things about them. It’s not that. But it erodes my 
credibility a little bit in my current position if I emphasize that. (TFA#035) 

While this aversion to publicly identifying oneself as a TFA alum wasn’t felt by all alumni, the 

theme was discussed frequently and in multiple contexts. One alum recalled a speech given by 

Mike Johnston to a group in Seattle, and her surprise that Johnston’s TFA affiliation was not part 

of the bio used to introduce him for the speech, saying: 

I went to a fundraiser for [advocacy group] a huge advocacy/policy 
organization [in this state]. They brought in Mike Johnston, who’s the senator 
from Colorado. They were introducing him … and I’m sitting there and I’m 
waiting for someone to introduce the fact that he was part of Teach for America. 
It was never mentioned. A thousand people in the room, never mentioned, nothing 
in his bio. I later talked to the director and she [said], “If we had put it in there, no 
one would have listened to him and people would have walked out.” So, in this 
town, it’s not looked upon favorably at all. (TFA#028) 

Indeed one alum, from the same state discussed her conversations with TFA’s executive director 

for the region about how publicly she can identify as an alumnus of the organization and 

maintain her own credibility in her workplace. 

She knows my reluctance – I think in the beginning she thought I’d be more 
out there – [but] I can't really let my TFA flag shine if I’m going to do this work. 
And she knows about [TFA Alum], who is the budget assistant to the governor ... 
She’s one of the most powerful people in [State Capital] for state government, and 
I’m one of the only people who know she’s TFA. So I think [TFA Regional 
Executive Director] is aware of this clandestine group of us who are in it right 
now. (TFA#019) 

Another alum, who had helped TFA establish its footprint in this same city remarked that the 

local TFA “barely met the funding goal, and they’re really struggling now in the region even 

with a lot of alumni here,” adding, “I think a lot of alumni are in hiding here” (TFA#028). 
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Alumni reluctance to self-identify as TFA can hurt both the attempts of the formal 

organization to reach out to alums, even if they are able to better-tailor their events to their 

alumni population, as well as inhibit the creation of less formal ad-hoc groups that might form 

more organically, such as the group of alumni working in Washington, D.C., discussed in greater 

detail below. 

NETWORK FORMED DURING TFA COMMITMENT 

Beyond TFA’s formal efforts to maintain an alumni network, and the interaction that 

takes place at various TFA events, connections between participants occur more organically. 

Numerous alumni discussed the connections they had made with fellow TFA corps members 

while they were in the corps. Participants recalled fellow corps members with whom they taught; 

friendships formed with classmates in concurrent certification or masters’ degree coursework; 

roommates; and, in a few instances, spouses. The existence of a network featured briefly in the 

previous chapter’s discussion of support for charter schools, as several alumni discussed having 

friends who run or help lead charter schools and charter management networks as a factor that 

made them more sympathetic towards charter schools. 

Participants might not have felt very connected to TFA as an organization or entity unto 

itself, but they did report feeling more connected to their fellow alumni, in particular the set of 

alumni with whom they went through TFA. One alum compared his college alumni network to 

the alumni network he had through TFA, and said: 

I definitely feel like I'm part of an alumni network. And I'm actually probably 
more connected to this alumni network than either in my college or my law 
school. So I feel a great affinity towards the Teach For America network. 
(TFA#023) 

While this might appear to contradict the statement from another alum, cited earlier, that alumni 

connection to TFA was not as strong as the connection to a college alma mater, the alum here is 

referring to alumni networks and fellow alumni, while the alum cited earlier was discussing ties 

to the formal organization. 



 

 

179 

One alum described the long-lasting friendships she formed during her time as a TFA 

teacher, noting that she can reach out to this group for professional advice and personal support, 

saying: 

One [example] is the relationships that I have formed with incredible people. 
My roommate from TFA is still one of my best friends, and I talk to him all the 
time for personal support, professional advice, family advice…. He’s brilliant, 
and he is a labor lawyer.… So, I just use him.…  I mean, he’s an example, but 
there are … people I’ve known since my years in the corps who I just think have 
pushed my thinking and have become incredible for personal and professional 
support. (TFA#026) 

Indeed Mike Feinberg and Dave Levin wrote their initial plans for KIPP in the apartment they 

shared in Houston as TFA corps members (Mathews, 2009), and Sydney Morris and Evan Stone, 

who founded the union-centric group Educators4Excellence together, were both members of the 

2007 NYC TFA corps. 

In looking to explain the strong ties, a participant noted that, in most cases, TFA teachers 

end up teaching away from where they grew up or went to college. As such, the potential for 

forming strong friendships is high when your fellow TFA corps members are the first people you 

meet and, outside of school, the people with whom you interact the most during the intense 

experience of the first- and second-year teaching (TFA#020). Additionally, in particular in rural 

regions, the differences between TFA participants and their neighbors is large in terms of social 

class and background. One alum who taught at a school on a Navajo reservation, even noted her 

the initial wariness on the part of students and families despite this participant’s own Native 

American heritage (TFA#019). 

NETWORK FORMED AFTER TFA COMMITMENT 

Friendships formed during the corps experience are an important component of a 

network, but just as important is what happens when TFA alumni encounter one another in 

contexts that are further removed from their immediate TFA involvement. One alum described 
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going to events that might attract TFA alumni, and feeling at ease among a group of people who 

have, at the very least, a similar set of interests: 

I think it’s more informal.… I end up going to different events where I see a 
bunch of TFA alums and I think we are drawn to the same types of programs or 
experiences. And then that just continues the networking and the support like at 
[ADVOCACY ORGANIZATION], I’ve seen a ton of TFA alums and we 
continue to connect. But I also think we seek each other out for feedback and 
advice because we trust each other’s experience and perceptive in the work. So I 
think that's part of the informal piece of it is that we are in the same circle of work 
but we are also - we also seek each other out for support and feedback. 
(TFA#044) 

Study participants cite the shared background as something that can often help spark 

conversation. One participant noted, “I’m always excited if I hear somebody did TFA because 

we have something to talk about” (TFA#027). The shared connection can also engender an 

immediate sense of camaraderie with the new acquaintance, according to several alumni. In 

discussing the connection he feels when meeting another TFA alum, one participant commented, 

“When I find out someone else is a Teach for America corps member either from back in the day 

or recently, I feel an instant bond to that person” (TFA#045) 

Two alumni related specific stories of alumni coming together in different types of 

groups. In one instance, in law school, an education law journal grew out of conversations 

between TFA alumni (TFA#042), while another alum, after noting the high concentration of 

TFA alumni at the Federal Department of Education, described informal and reasonably frequent 

gatherings of TFA alumni working in the administration and on Capitol Hill (TFA#022). 

Another alum, who sits on a committee comprising five administrators and five teachers from the 

district discussed the fact that, including herself, three members of this committee are TFA 

alumni.  

TFA on professional background. Sparking conversation among alumni who meet one-

another is only the tip of the iceberg in terms of ways in which a network might operate. As 

noted above, TFA already maintains online tools, such as a People and Opportunities Hub, that 

facilitate the sharing of opportunities among alumni. While access to such opportunities is 
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beneficial by itself, such benefits may be magnified if TFA alumni engage in preferential hiring 

as well. Alumni in this sample evinced a range of attitudes towards seeing TFA on the 

professional backgrounds of either job candidates or candidates for higher office, from those who 

thought it might serve as little more than a conversation starter, to those who thought TFA 

participation signaled something positive about the person in question. 

TFA membership signaled three things to alumni in this sample. The fact that somebody 

applied to and was accepted by TFA signaled something, given that TFA’s application process is 

designed to screen on desirable characteristics. These traits include a candidate’s values and 

priorities, as well as their college achievement and leadership traits. On the whole, TFA 

applicants are perceived as having solid academic backgrounds, with track records for success. 

Further, selection involves a rigorous process, including a demanding day-long interview – likely 

more demanding than most experiences faced by the college seniors who make up the vast 

majority of the applicant pool. One alum put it this way:  

Huge!  Yes. Yes. And not necessarily because they went through the Teach 
for America experience – because I know that people have different experiences – 
but just the fact that they went through that rigorous process, interview process, 
and maybe I’m influenced by my experience, my recent experience at Teach for 
All where I spent five days looking at the algorithms that were created for each of 
the characteristics and the metrics, and how hard it is, and how much research and 
design has gone into that. That right there says a lot about that person and less 
about what kind of experience they had while in the corps. There’s something 
about that person that I’m interested in. (TFA#028) 

Acceptance into TFA is only part of the story, however. As noted in Chapter II, the TFA 

selection process is bilateral – a person must select TFA as their desired next step, and the 

organization must select them. The decision to apply to TFA was taken by many, though not all, 

as a signal of a person’s values. “What it signals to me is a similar set of values,” according to 

one alum, “a belief in all students, a belief in equity, a belief in what’s possible, a belief in hard 

work” (TFA#004). 

Status as a TFA alum indicates, by default, time spent in the classroom. This was 

attractive to TFA alumni who were interviewing job candidates for two reasons. One involved 



 

 

182 

the hard skills that teachers must either have or acquire in order to be successful, a skillset which 

is transferable to a number of roles. This alum described the skillset, saying: 

How to write effective goals, how to backwards map, how to prioritize, how 
to think through an issue, how to persevere, just hard skills…. If you’re a good 
teacher, if you really are a purposeful good teacher, you can do anything. You can 
manage a meeting. You can facilitate. You can write an action plan. (TFA#026) 

Status as a TFA alum was never a carte blanche qualification. Even a participant who had 

already related a story about encountering a fellow alum while on a hiring committee in his 

current private-sector job, and subsequently advocating for the TFA alum over another 

candidate, followed up his description with the caveat, “Now does that mean I’m going to take 

them over another person with similar qualifications?  Not necessarily. But it’s definitely going 

to be a factor in my decision making” (TFA#043).  

In thinking about what makes a TFA alum attractive or unattractive as a candidate, 

participants pointed to the larger context of the alum’s resume, their experience in the corps, and 

anything that might yield an insight as to whether the assumptions, discussed above, about the 

person’s values actually bear out. Though alumni stated that TFA signaled something about a 

candidate’s values, a number of alumni noted that they wouldn’t hire based on TFA status alone 

because not all TFA applicants match a mindset with which they are comfortable. One alum 

expressed it this way: 

Are you a savior, which is what I call the people that I taught with who were 
very top down and coming here to save these poor brown kids? Which is not what 
I like. Or are you a joiner, like the better TFA’ers that I worked with? The ones 
who were going to learn from the community and figure it out authentically, not 
coming in and imposing themselves. So that's my grain of salt with any TFA’er I 
have to feel them out and see if they are a savior or a joiner. I’d want more 
joiners. (TFA#019) 

Other alumni related it to the experience itself, wondering whether a person whose primary 

feelings about their time in the classroom are negative will really be good policy advocates for 

the children they taught or the schools in which they taught them. For example, one alum, who 
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acknowledged the rigor of the selection process, cautioned that their actual service should be 

scrutinized: 

I know [the] gauntlet they went through to get there, so I know they're 
topnotch.… It also depends upon how they talk about their experience. I want to 
know that they were moved and committed by the actual experience of teaching 
these kids, and not just [thinking], “I got through my 2 years at TFA.”… And so 
it’s not just the TFA label. It’s the “Do you believe in the TFA mission? And can 
you talk about it in a compelling and authentic way?” Because that’s what matters 
to me. TFA is shorthand for you believe every child has the right to a top quality 
education, and you did your part to try to make that happen. But there are people 
you talk to who are, you know, their first thing about TFA was it was like the 
worst experience of my life. (TFA#023) 

TFA on professional background of candidate for office. Alumni responded with very 

similar reasoning to questions about whether or not TFA alumni status would impact their 

preferences for a candidate for public office. Invoking the comparison to the college network, 

one alum thought the connection here was stronger, citing not only the can-do attitude discussed 

above, but also likely aligning with you in terms of values as well. The alum described it as 

follows: 

I think there is a roll up your sleeves work ethic piece there that would appeal 
to me. And I would say I think I would feel similarly with someone … actually 
maybe a little bit more strongly with someone TFA vs. someone who … had the 
same alma mater. You would say there’s something about that person and me that 
like I connect with, and I think it’s setting them on a path that I would support the 
decisions they would make on that path. (TFA#042) 

Others assumed the value system would align, but noted that some caution should be applied, 

such as this alum who conceded that not all alumni actually have both the values and the 

experience that inspire great comfort: 

I would definitely be more apt to vote for that person. Absolutely. I don’t 
think it would be a blind vote. I would want to make sure that person was not one 
of the outliers in TFA that … are off their rocker and are kooky, which happens 
from time to time. But as a general rule, … my first thought would be that 
someone who has a TFA affiliation would be aligned with me, going into a voting 
booth. (TFA#045) 
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One alum contrasted the approach to candidates for a job and candidates for public office, 

noting that political preference is not among the traits that might make somebody a desirable 

employee, saying: 

I think it would say to me, one, that there’s definitely a level of intensity 
about the person and … the potential for very hard work and over-achievement. 
Just thinking about what I knew of the recruitment process and decision-making 
… at the time that I was involved and I’m imagining that is similar if not more 
rigorous now. But, I wouldn’t necessarily think this is someone whose politics 
align with mine. (TFA#029) 

Networks and policy change. As noted in Chapter II, networks are often discussed as a 

selective benefit for social movement participants, in particular for members of SMOs, and TFA 

is clearly no different. The TFA alumni who have gone into policy and were interviewed for this 

study are acutely aware that they are part of larger network. The connections that alums made 

while they were completing their commitment remain strong, even among alumni from the 

program’s earlier years. Most of the time, alumni are usually excited to meet fellow alums even 

if there is a litmus test to ensure the new acquaintance isn’t one of the “outliers” or “saviors” 

discussed above. Furthermore, the mutual TFA status might serve as a conversation-starter, but 

the benefit does not stop there, as alumni in this sample admit, with the previously mentioned 

caveats, that TFA participation and completion signal generally positive things about a candidate 

for a job or a political office. 

One implication of a swelling of the ranks of TFA alumni policymakers, however, is an 

increasing likelihood of such connections. These connections could help bring together 

policymakers who would otherwise operate in isolation, leading to more coherent policy. 

Conversations or groups that exclude those not affiliated with TFA, however, would be a 

troubling development. 

LARGER POLITICAL QUESTIONS 

In this final section, I consider responses to questions that ask participants to address 

certain aspects of the larger political context. In particular, I ask participants whether they 
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identify with a major political party, and how they characterize their politics vis-à-vis national 

party politics. Participants were also asked to consider ways in which their TFA experiences 

have shaped their beliefs, if at all, on social policy and economic policy outside of education. 

Finally, I look at participants’ reflections on whether a potential surge of TFA alumni in 

positions of authority and influence comes with any particular implications, either positive or 

negative. 

PARTY AND PARTY PLATFORM 

This set of alumni leans heavily Democratic, though the sample includes a small number 

who identify as Republicans, as well as a handful who declined to state a preference for a 

particular party. Interviews were completed in 2015, thus Arne Duncan was still the Secretary of 

Education, but it the Administration’s direction changed little when President Obama nominated 

John King to succeed Duncan. Those who put themselves in the Obama/Duncan wing of the 

Democratic Party dominated the set of self-identified Democrats. One alum referred to himself 

as a “disillusioned Democrat,” following that up with the comment, “I think if Linda Darling-

Hammond is the left-end or Debbie Meier is the left-end, then I’m going to be more aligned with 

them” (TFA#006). The vast majority of this sample talked about their solid Democratic Party 

history, and most volunteered their preferences for more traditionally liberal positions on other 

issues. On education, however, alums acknowledged that education divides the two parties 

differently than other issues.  

That’s actually been very interesting, [and a] soul-searching experience. I am 
a Democrat. Everything I believe in is in the Democratic Party camp. The true far 
right horrifies me. And yet on the things that I care so much about, and an issue 
that’s one of the issues I care most about, I feel like I'm maybe no longer 
represented by the Democratic Party at large. That said, … I agree with Obama. 
Obama’s a Democrat. I agree with Arnie Duncan. He was appointed by a 
Democrat. (TFA#013) 

TFA itself offers an interesting insight into education politics at a federal level. Lamar Alexander 

introduced the Teach for America Act in the 109th Congress, with the co-sponsorship of Hillary 
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Clinton, as well as Republican Mike DeWine of Ohio and Harry Reid, leader of the Senate 

Democratic minority at the time. Though the namesake legislation did not pass in either the 109th 

or 110th Congresses, the Higher Education Opportunities Act of 2008 was rewritten to include 

“Part F – Teach For America” and included the funding-related provisions of the unsuccessful 

Teach For America Act (Higher Education Opportunity Act of 2008, 2008; Russo, 2012). 

In looking more closely at portions of the Democratic Party’s performance, the issue that 

most irked alumni in this sample was the Democratic Party’s deep ties to the teachers unions. 

One alum, who has worked for Democratic office-holders and candidates, and run for elected 

positions as a Democrat commented; 

So I'm a tried and true Democrat and one of my jokes is that I'm a Republican 
when it comes to education which is actually not true because I'm not into choice 
and vouchers. But I think that we have to be braver with the teachers unions. And 
it’s that simple. I think that we kowtow too much to the teachers union at the 
expense of our kids. Because our public education platform ought to be child 
focused not teacher focused, and I feel like our platform is teacher focused not 
child focused. (TFA#023) 

Coalitions haven’t fully formed amid a crowded field in the Baltimore mayoral race, but 

Mckesson’s status as a TFA alum may show who views the presence of TFA on a candidate’s 

professional background as a badge of honor and who sees it as a scarlet letter. Mckesson 

already faces challenges from activists who equate TFA with a movement to privatize education. 

In defending himself, Mckesson (2015) has pointed out that, though TFA teachers were a 

minority within his school, the faculty elected him chapter leader, and, in a recent mayoral 

candidates forum in Baltimore, said, “I was a chapter leader for the UFT. I don’t know where 

this idea that I believe in the privatization of schools comes from” (quoted in Shen, 2016). More 

recently, Mckesson updated his campaign website to include a “Reality Check” section, much of 

which is devoted to explaining his ties to TFA and his thoughts on the organization (“Reality 

Check,” 2016), and explicitly noting he has never been an employee of TFA. 

The story in Los Angeles has been somewhat different. Since taking his seat on the 

school board, Zimmer’s priorities and policy preferences have run counter to the interests of the 
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neo-liberal education reform community, and one of Zimmer’s closer allies in Los Angeles has 

been TFA-alum-turned-critic and President of the LA teachers union, Alex Caputo Pearl. One 

alum referenced Zimmer in pushing back against the notion that TFA inculcates all corps 

members with education reform norms, saying: 

People thought that if you did TFA, you sign on to the reformed handbook. 
Anyone that watched the LA School Board race two years ago know that’s not the 
case. I mean, the biggest opponent of school reform in LA was Steve Zimmer 
who was a TFA alum and L.A. Board Member. (TFA#038) 

In a new twist, with more than a year to go before Zimmer’s 2017 reelection, Nicholas Melvoin, 

himself a TFA alum who has been working in education consulting, announced his candidacy for 

Zimmer’s seat (Clough, 2016). Zimmer and Melvoin have previously clashed over efforts to 

expand charter schools in Los Angeles, with Zimmer denouncing the plan as “an outline for a 

hostile takeover” (quoted in Blume, 2015). Melvoin (2015) retorted that “a hostile takeover may 

be just what we need.” We have yet to see how LEE and TFA will approach an internecine 

conflict like this one, a question which has the added dimension of a small measure of distrust 

between Zimmer and LEE (Ceronsky, 2012). 

OTHER SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC ISSUES 

In Chapter V, I discussed participants’ thoughts on the ways in which their TFA 

experience impacted their attitudes toward charter schools and school choice, teacher evaluation 

and accountability, and teacher selection and preparation. In this next section, I ask participants 

to identify ways in which their TFA participation influenced their thinking on other policy 

topics, in particular on policies outside of the education-specific domain. Almost all responses to 

this question cited the deeper understanding of what poverty really meant, and highlighted other 

issues within the context of poverty. A number of alumni were cited in Chapter IV for expressing 

the belief that one of the most significant ways in which their time in TFA had impacted them 

generally was through the exposure to low-income neighborhoods, an exposure which had given 

them a deeper appreciation for issues associated with poverty and educational inequity, many of 
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which lay beyond the school buildings in which they taught. In a story that echoed the counsel 

from Elisa Villanueva Beard that opened this chapter, one alum put it this way: 

It certainly opened my eyes to a lot of the challenges of poverty that the 
families I worked with were facing in an immediate and accessible way that … I 
probably could not have been exposed to if I had not been a corps member.… I 
think that I identify personally as a Democrat, and I voted that way before TFA, 
and I will probably continue to vote that way, but my understanding of the nuance 
of issues within that and my understanding of … what some of the very real 
challenges facing families can be. I would not have had the illustrative of 
examples in mind. It would not have felt as personal if I hadn’t had that 
experience with actual people. (TFA#037) 

Expanding on the challenges associated with the context of his school and the families of his 

students, another alum said: 

Getting to know my students and their parents definitely informed me about a 
number of issues, of what it’s like to be a low-income American living in the city, 
and the challenges they faced around homelessness, and foster children, and 
health issues they faced.… I think that was all in the mix. (TFA#022) 

Three people specifically brought up healthcare as an issue that they thought was informed by 

their TFA experience. Said one of these alums: 

I had lots of kids who desperately wanted to learn but were so distracted by 
medical problems that they didn’t receive care for that they couldn’t [learn 
effectively], or who would have to skip school to take care of sick siblings 
because their parents couldn’t skip work. (TFA#030) 

Another theme of this set of responses was the impact on the participant’s appreciation for the 

role that race plays, independent from socio-economic status. These responses involved race and 

a number of different policies, but chief among them was criminal justice policy. One alum 

recalled her own naiveté about race and privilege before joining TFA, and described the ways in 

which she had come to directly witness this reality during her time as a TFA corps member as 

follows: 

I definitely recall learning about the mass incarceration rate or issue because 
a lot of my students had family members who were in jail, or fathers who were in 
jail, and I just never … I never thought about that.… I definitely felt the sting of 
mass incarceration on the communities. (TFA#017) 
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The bulk of these interviews were being conducted as the Black Lives Matter movement was 

gaining steam, and a few related their reactions to this movement back to their time in TFA, “I 

had a lot stronger of a reaction to Ferguson and Trayvon Martin after TFA than I probably would 

have had I not done that,” said one alum who went on to discuss vividly recalling her own 

students when reading coverage of events (TFA#035). Another alum citing schools as a 

“microcosm of society,” and his time in TFA as instructive, discussed greater appreciation for 

race-based structural barriers involved in housing policy, food policy, and economic inequality. 

SURGE OF TFA ALUMNI IN POSITIONS OF AUTHORITY AND INFLUENCE 

As TFA now adds thousands to its alumni ranks each year, the sheer volume of TFA 

alumni in any given field is set to grow. Already TFA alumni turn up in unexpected places. Even 

Education Secretary Arne Duncan has joked about finding an unexpected friend in IRS Director 

and TFA alumnus Doug Schulman, as the two worked together to reform financial aid 

application processes. As the ranks of TFA alumni swell, and as the large number of very-recent 

alumni begin to find their way into these roles, the number of TFA alumni in positions of 

authority and influence is set to grow. Even TFA’s CEO, in her address to alumni at TFA’s 25th 

zAnniversary Summit said: 

By our 30th anniversary, our impact will only grow. Based on our alumni 
growth so far, we'll have nearly twice as many school leaders in the next five 
years. We'll double the number of system leaders, elected officials, and leaders in 
policy, advocacy and organizing. Who in this room will be the next school 
chancellor? The next National Teacher of the Year? The next mayor? Who will be 
president of the United States? (Beard, 2016a) 

This dramatic increase in the number of alumni in public office or policy leadership, as noted, 

fulfills, or at least furthers, a long-stated goal of TFA and its founder, Wendy Kopp. 

Alumni interviewed for this study did not doubt that their ranks would swell as more and 

more TFA participants complete their classroom commitments and transition from teacher to 

policymaker. Participants were mostly optimistic about the prospect of more TFA alums joining 

the policy fray, though some participants included caveats with that analysis. Chapter V 
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documented range of beliefs held by TFA alumni in policy on the policy matters in front of them 

– a diversity that belies their popular representation. Several participants also shared a sense that, 

as the ranks of alumni in policy swell, so will the diversity of policy views expressed by TFA 

alums in these positions.  

Most responses focused on the perspective with which TFA alumni approach policy, 

arguing that more TFA alumni in policy would alter the perspective with which policymakers 

consider education policy issues. A theme of the responses to questions about ways in which 

TFA had broadly impacted participants, discussed in Chapter IV, was the impact of the exposure 

to both the teaching profession and to low-income neighborhoods. This theme resurfaced as 

alumni considered what might happen as more and more TFA alumni entered the policy space. 

One alum, who had worked at the Federal Department of Education framed the discussion 

around whether TFA has altered who is going into policy, or whether it has enabled people – 

people who would have gone into policy anyways – to tread a different path. Arguing that the 

latter struck him as more common, with the possible exception of superintendents’ positions, this 

alum thought the addition of the teacher perspective was valuable, saying: 

I guess I think about who was filling these jobs before, and I think it’s 
generally these same people not having taught for two years. I think with the 
exception of superintendencies, I think there is not a lot of displacement, in terms 
of career changing, going on as much as it is … people who otherwise got these 
jobs but have now have these experiences first.…  So I think generally, as TFA 
markets itself, as people with teaching experience are in more positions of 
influence over education, I think that’s a good thing. (TFA#022) 

One, who had worked in the New York City Department of Education in the years after 

completing TFA, related the failures of Cathy Black to her lack of personal experience with 

public schools and argued that TFA alumni in such positions would be better-equipped to tackle 

the challenges of such a job, saying: 

I do think it will make a difference, because my sense is most politicians on 
education committees – forget just in politics in general – have never taught. 
Cathy Black, who was the hot-second chancellor in New York City, had literally 
never been in a public school. She went to Catholic school, and her kids went to 
private school. And she was the chancellor of the largest school system in the 
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country, literally never had been in a public school. And so my sense is Teach for 
America alumni, who have been teachers, they will bring that perspective to 
whatever platform positions they take; and that will inform the decisions, which 
will, in turn, inform policy. (TFA#004) 

Several alumni noted that the things that make a TFA alum a desirable teacher were 

applicable to teachers-turned-policymakers in general, not just TFA alumni. One participant, 

with more active connections to union politics, framed the issue around teacher voice in the 

policymaking process, arguing: 

I don’t think it’s the TFA experience, I think it is the teaching experience.… I 
think it is absolutely essential that people in positions [with] education decision 
making authority and power are people who understand what it is like to stand in 
a teacher’s shoes and have been there and done it and I think that’s much of what 
ails our education system that for far too long that voice has been you know 
totally left off the table and there’s a real gap between the people who have 
traditionally made education policy and people who have traditionally 
implemented it. (TFA#012) 

Alumni also pointed to the exposure to poverty, and the deeper understanding gained from 

spending two years in a low-income neighborhood, working with children and families. One 

alum compared this experience with the experiences that typify more traditional routes to the 

policy world, saying: 

I think … there [are] going to be new leaders, and I would, maybe I'm just 
speaking as a TFA alum, but I would way, way rather have these leaders, people 
who have spent time working with diverse communities in a service oriented role 
as a teacher and deeply understanding that, and deeply understanding the 
challenges of people than somebody who has spent significant time in a 
consulting firm or in a Wall Street bank or something. I just think that we have a 
dearth of leaders who have spent significant time working with people who don’t 
have access to power. So the more people that we can bring up, whether it’s TFA 
or some other organization that does a great job of developing leaders through a 
similar opportunity, I'm very much for that. (TFA#033) 

Just as alumni felt that experience teaching could come from TFA participation or other 

routes to the classroom, alumni, like the one cited above, allowed that a connection to low-

income settings could come from a variety of places, not just TFA. Whatever the source, 

however, these alumni felt the appreciation gained from first-hand knowledge was valuable. 

Participants also felt the attitudes and values held by TFA alumni would be beneficial in the 
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various policymaking venues to which these alumni went. Several alumni related a sense that 

TFA alumni tend to have a “willingness to take a can-do, positive attitude about things, … a 

willingness to ask what’s truly possible and a willingness to push themselves towards that.” 

(TFA#021). As with the other positives, alumni were quick to caveat that their descriptions were 

not exclusively applicable to TFA alumni. One alum asserted that it is “not just TFA. [It is] 

anyone who’s entrepreneurial [and] innovative…  We need entrepreneurs in districts, and I think 

TFA alums could be a part of that” (TFA#026). 

In addition to a positive attitude and can-do spirit, several participants discussed the 

values they associated with TFA alumni, in particular values that prioritize social justice and a 

deeply held belief that the achievement gap can not only be closed, but that doing so is an urgent 

necessity. As related by one alum: 

In talking with [TFA alumni] directly, … it’s always about what's in the best 
interest of students, even if it’s not popular, even if it pisses off adults and it’s not 
in support of … what adults want.  But if it’s best for students then they push it 
forward. (TFA#044) 

Several participants, though broadly positive about the possibility of an increased number 

of TFA alumni in policy, expressed reservations about a surge in the number of TFA alumni in 

policy. A number of alumni felt that the impacts of such a surge would be positive if this set of 

alumni ended up including the diversity of viewpoints that has already been discussed. One 

alum, described the concern as follows: 

I think the potential downside risk is that there could be some 
homogenization of views. If people come out of Teach for America tending to 
believe X, Y, and Z, even if Teach for America is not actively taking steps to lead 
them to specific policy conclusions, that that could be negative for discourse, or 
for the country on the principle that general rigorous debate and a diversity of 
views is really important. I personally am not super-worried about that, because 
it’s been my experience that Teach for America alumni actually have a very wide 
range of views, but it’s something that I think about.… I think it could be easy for 
people to … be placed at a charter school and have very simplistic views about 
charters if either their school or their friends or Teach for America, one of these, 
doesn’t otherwise push them to engage in depth before their views solidify. I 
guess that it’s just to say that I see it as a risk. (TFA#030) 
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Referencing the issues discussed previously in the conversation, this participant followed up by 

saying, “I don't think that it’s something that is currently happening right now.” 

Another set of alumni hoped that the TFA alumni who go on to policy are those who had 

positive experiences while in TFA. This reservation, which Kopp also conceded as a possibility, 

echoed the caveat that many alumni expressed in talking about ways they would react to a job 

candidate, or electoral candidate, with TFA on his or her professional background. In this 

context, the mood of the alumni was best summarized by this alum who thought the implications 

of more alumni in policy would be largely positive if those alums themselves had good positive 

experiences: 

This is generalizing, [but] I think the average corps member has had a 
positive experience. I think the average corps member made a positive difference 
by his or her teaching in their placement school. And therefore I think that 
average corps member has …[a] positive experience … [to] inform what they do 
today, which I think is a good thing. Again, I’m generalizing. There are certainly 
corps members who have negative experiences, unfortunately had negative 
impacts and therefore, I think it’s not going to be the case that their chief 
experience is helping the mission or what they are doing now moving forward, 
but, I think as a general rule it does bear out – [whether] they’re in education or 
any other field. (TFA#045) 

Though many alumni expressed the view that the qualities they found attractive in TFA 

alumni were not exclusive to alumni, one alum, who had attended a LEE training for “emerging 

political leaders,” noted that the resources that TFA puts on the table for its alumni aren’t always 

available to other people who have the same teaching experience or experience working in low-

income neighborhoods that alumni depicted as desirable. This alum described learning a lot from 

the training before remarking: “When I look at the power behind that it’s exciting, and it’s kind 

of scary in a way because it’s I guess I just thought, 'Wow! If I wasn’t TFA, where else would I 

get access to something like this?'” (TFA#025) 

The final condition offered involved recognizing the limitations of the experience and the 

need for alumni to acknowledge that their experience may be markedly different from the 

experiences of even their closer peers. 
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A third set of alumni was less optimistic. Primarily these alumni focused on the 

narrowness of the TFA experience. One alum even acknowledged that she often wishes she’d 

had a greater depth of experience on which to draw before she had started in this position, but 

that she felt a sense of urgency, the same sense of urgency that was discussed as a positive trait 

of most TFA alumni, drove her to seek the position anyways: 

I only taught for a few years. I wish that I had more years under my belt that I 
can lean on and perspective that I have from that and I wish that I had another 
couple decades of experience and wisdom and perspective before stepping into 
this role. And I think I stepped into because I felt urgency and because I saw a gap 
but that doesn’t mean I am ready. (TFA#015) 

In considering the mechanisms by which additional experience would yield more capable 

policymakers, one alum described a sense that the time commitment of TFA is not long enough, 

and is also too narrow, to allow participants to develop a full and meaningful understanding of 

the ways in which policy impacts different populations: 

My concern is that they haven’t developed meaningful ideas about the 
sources and solutions to systemic issues. It’s like they want to manage our way 
out of inequality, … but I don't know if they have been exposed to sort of policy, 
education, social, sociology, or anything that deepens their understanding of why 
or how the issues that we face are perpetuated. So, I feel like they have all this 
sort of acumen in terms of strategies to be a good business person, or a leader, or 
a manager … without the context or the deep understanding about how to apply 
all of those good strategies in the right way. I’m just not confident that their 
skillsets are going to be channeled in such a way that would actually solve some 
of the problems. (TFA#017) 

This alum was cited earlier for her belief that LEE is helping alumni move into leadership roles 

before they have gained the experience and professional capacity required to effectively do the 

job in question.  

Diversity of beliefs. One of the reservations expressed by TFA alumni, when asked to 

consider the growth in TFA alumni policymakers, focused on the potential consequences of a 

group with highly homogeneous policy preferences coming to occupy more and more positions 

of authority and influence. In a small number of cases, participants argued that a lack of diversity 
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was not just a potential problem, but a realized one, in particular in the preferences espoused by 

more famous alumni. Said one alum: 

I think right now, on balance, certainly the TFA alums who have risen to the 
most power have a world view that I think is implicated and positions on a range 
of policy issues that I feel like are ultimately harmful to the goal of social justice 
that are partially fostered by the organizational messaging. I think, to the extent 
that that continues to happen, it’s something that worries me.… I’m concerned 
about the current model because, again, right now, you could be somebody who 
really, you know, all of your policies are bad for low income people and LEE 
would help you run for office, which I find really problematic. (TFA#027) 

The organizational messaging mentioned by this alum was cited earlier in accounts of LEE 

partnerships and panels that are often dominated by groups or individuals seen as neoliberal 

education reformers. 

The set of alumni who were seriously troubled by the apparent homogeneity of alumni 

was small, however, as most members of this sample largely pushed back against the notion that 

TFA alumni are alarmingly similar in their beliefs and preferences. In discussing the diversity 

that currently exists within the alumni ranks, one alum felt that the more moderate alumni simply 

have not garnered the type of press coverage that has been given to the hard-charging reformers, 

saying: 

There is, among elected TFA alumni, some diversity. You don’t hear about 
the people who aren’t like Johnston in Colorado, or Ferguson in Maryland, or of 
course Michelle Rhee as the Superintendent, and now Cami Anderson as a 
Superintendent, and then the guy from Tennessee [Kevin Huffman]. I mean those 
are the folks you hear about all the time. Folks who are not kind of the super stars 
of the reform agenda you don’t hear about that much. … Just to give you an 
example, the Atlanta School Board now has four of its nine members are TFA 
alums. They are certainly reform minded, but they are not identified as part of the 
reform movement. You don’t hear a lot about them, but I got a chance to spend 
time with them and I think they are very good for public education in Atlanta. 
Tommy Chang just got appointed Superintendent in Boston. If Tommy works in 
Boston the way he worked in L.A., he’s going to be a real moderate 
Superintendent. (TFA#040) 

In addition to those who felt that there is currently greater diversity of opinion among 

alumni than is often assumed, several alumni also noted that, with larger corps, diversity is more 

likely to be found within both incoming corps members and alumni populations, and a 
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burgeoning population will result in an alumni base with an even greater diversity of policy 

predilections. One alum acknowledged that the current attention-getters may skew one way, but 

incoming ranks of TFA teachers and recent alumni include many who don’t align with the TFA’s 

reputation: 

I think they're getting a real diversity of membership with a real diversity of 
opinions and so I think very soon here like it will be kind of a misnomer to say 
that there is a TFA policy agenda. Because they are folks who are uncomfortable 
with charters [and] uncomfortable with a lot of other things that people generally 
associate with TFA. So it would be really interesting to hear their perspective on 
that. (TFA#033) 

Indeed the critical alumni group has been growing in both size and volume over the past 

few years. At TFA’s 25th Anniversary Summit, many alumni joined forces under the leadership 

of TFA alum and blogger, Gary Rubenstein, using the Twitter hashtag #TFAFactCheck to 

organize “critical friends,” and recent publications have highlighted the stories of alumni who are 

not as upbeat about TFA and their own TFA experiences (Brewer & deMarrais, 2015; Matsui, 

2015). 

Fundraising. One aspect of this phenomenon that did not come up in any interviews, but 

that stands out when reading press clips about TFA, is the ability of TFA alumni running for 

political office to raise large amounts of campaign funds. In places as diverse as New York, New 

Orleans, Minneapolis, and Los Angeles candidates have engaged in races that involved 

previously unseen sums of money. Black Lives Matter activist and TFA alum, DeRay Mckesson 

is currently running for mayor of Baltimore. Whether by plan or by circumstance, Mckesson 

announced his bid at around the same time as TFA’s 25th Anniversary Summit in Washington, 

D.C. in February of this year, an event attended by 15,000 TFA alumni. Mckesson had raised 

over $150,000 by the end of February (CrowdPAC, 2016; DeRay Mckesson, 2016). He will 

surely need more than that to prevail in an endeavor that ultimately cost the current mayor 

$1.9 million in the last mayoral election (Reutter, 2014), but, considering that it was just weeks 

after announcing his bid, it is a healthy start. 
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To help candidates gain access to funds, LEE has created the VEL Fund, to which donors 

can make general contributions to a fund supporting the few dozen candidates or direct 

contributions to particular candidates. Current candidates who are raising money through the site, 

friendsoflee.org, include candidates in city council races, judicial elections, mayoral races, and 

elections for school boards, state boards of education, and state house and senate seats (Friends 

of LEE, n.d.). One candidate raising money through the initiative is Ben Lindy, a candidate for 

State House in Ohio, who has come under fire for a white paper he wrote in law school, 

following his TFA commitment. The white paper, titled “The Impact of Teacher Collective 

Bargaining Laws on Student Achievement: Evidence from a New Mexico Natural Experiment” 

(Lindy, 2011), was cited in an Amicus Brief filed by New Mexico Governor Susana Martinez in 

Friedrichs vs California Teachers Association (Brief of Susana Martinez, 2016). To show its 

displeasure, the Ohio Education Association PAC gave the maximum allowable contribution, 

$12,532.34, to Lindy’s opponent (Williams, 2016).  

The cases of New Orleans, Minneapolis, and now Baltimore conform more closely to the 

narrative advanced by the anti-reform crowd – large sums of money supporting TFA alumni 

candidates against union-backed candidates. In Chapter V, I noted that Mike Feinberg and David 

Levin had benefited from the TFA network when establishing KIPP, but this network is also 

available to individuals running for public office. In 2012, then-co-CEO Matt Kramer hosted a 

fundraiser in Minneapolis on behalf of Josh Reimnitz, TFA alum candidate for school board in 

Minneapolis. Reimnitz, who raised a total of $37,000 for his campaign, outraised the four board 

candidates combined (S. Brandt, 2012a, 2012b). This perk of membership can be seen in at least 

one current campaign. Mckesson is not just tapping the 15,000 alumni who attended TFA’s 25th 

Anniversary Summit, but a network of money beyond that. In March of this year Mckesson held 

a fundraiser at the New York home of Sue Lehmann and Ted Dreyfuss, who are longtime TFA 

supporters, and donors (Mora, 2016). TFA lists Sue Lehmann as a member of its National Board 

of Directors (Teach For America, 2016a), and also on its New York City Regional Advisory 

Board (Teach For America, 2015i). 
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The case of Los Angeles is somewhat different. While Steve Zimmer’s initial race, and 

first reelection battle ended up costing over $1 million each, the union money was spent on 

Zimmer’s behalf, and he enjoyed very little support from LEE and the TFA network, especially 

the second time around (Montes-Irueste, 2013). Election fundraising and spending is increasing 

at all levels of government, and though TFA alumni-turned-candidates may not be driving this 

trend at the congressional or statewide levels, their success stories in politics’ minor leagues 

suggest they’ll be well-positioned to compete when they start setting their sights on higher 

offices. 

Members of this sample portrayed little doubt that they would soon be joined be a 

growing number of fellow TFA alumni in the education policy space. Though some alumni 

expressed reservations or concerns, most thought the overall impact of such a surge would be 

positive. In Chapter Four, gaining an exposure to low-income settings and a deeper appreciation 

for the ways in which poverty affects children was cited as one of the major ways in TFA 

participation impacted this set of alumni, and it is this same exposure and appreciation that leads 

study participants to believe the inclusion of these voices will benefit education policy. The 

diversity that this sample perceives among the ranks of TFA alumni is another factor that 

mitigates the concern of alums, though this diversity is not well represented in the electoral-

political leanings of alumni, the vast majority of whom find themselves in the Obama/Duncan 

wing of the Democratic Party. 

CONCLUSION 

This chapter’s first section complements information presented in Chapter V about ways 

in which TFA itself is connected to the policy process, and speaks to this study’s third research 

question. Chapter Five noted that TFA is playing a more direct role in lobbying and advocating 

for the expansion of alternative certification pathways to the classroom, though their own 

actions, independent of their alumni, suggest a sympathy and support for charters that belies the 
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organization’s espoused neutrality. This chapter’s discussions focused more heavily on other 

internal initiatives that TFA uses to highlight policy positions. The organization's diversity 

initiatives are designed to display its own commitment to diversifying the teaching field. These 

initiatives originated, at least in part, to criticisms of the organization for lacking diversity within 

its teaching corps, but TFA does use them to bring attention to the larger issue. The organization 

also uses its Latino Community Initiative to highlight its support for the Obama administration’s 

Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals policy. 

LEE has also increased its outreach and activities, especially in more recent years, 

expanding its supports for TFA alumni running for office and looking to work in education 

policy. The LEE National Organizing Leadership Network has also pushed LEE into more direct 

advocacy and organizing work, but the issues on which the local initiatives selected have not 

been issues that neatly fit the image of an organization looking to push neoliberal policy change. 

The network is noteworthy for the nature of its efforts. Where one might expect to find initiatives 

connected to charter schools and other neoliberal education reforms, given the reputation of the 

organization, the initiatives for which the group has actually expressed support have included 

restorative justice programs, school crossing guards, money for community schools in 

Washington, DC, and other projects that are not part of a neoliberal agenda. 

The expansion of policy purview has been limited, however, and both TFA and LEE still 

promote alumni as the main lever to effect policy change, even if alumni disagree about what 

that change should be. TFA itself has maintained various fellowships that help alumni gain a 

foothold in the world of congressional policymaking as well as leadership within both schools 

and education bureaucracies. LEE is building its reservoir of programming for alumni interested 

in learning and building the skills necessary to run for office or seek positions in education 

policy, and the group even helps alumni learn about the local races in which they could become 

candidates. LEE has even opened up a new communal fundraising portal through which TFA 

alumni can financially support other alumni candidates. 
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The network that TFA alumni, now comprising more than 40,000 people, will surely be 

an important part of the bringing the theory of action to fruition, and, from the accounts of 

alumni in this sample, the network connections do not seem trivial. Alumni in this study report 

that this network, and in particular the informal components of the TFA network, is an important 

part of their personal and professional lives. Alumni are still friends with fellow corps members 

from their TFA days, and knowing that somebody is a fellow TFA alum is, at the very least a 

conversation-starter. Often, however, TFA alumni indicate that status as an alum also implies the 

person is somebody with a strong work ethic, and who is likely to have a commitment to 

educational equity and social justice. It would seem that being a TFA alum is likely to open 

doors in D.C. and state capitals, even if the tide turns against TFA alumni in upcoming electoral 

contests. 

When thinking about this network, however, it is important to consider the impact it may 

have on electoral spending. Spending in many of the local elections featuring TFA alumni-

turned-candidates has dwarfed prior records. A continuation of this trend will raise serious 

questions related to access and the role of money in local politics. The fact that TFA alumni can 

raise this type of cash, however, suggests they will be well-positioned to start chasing higher 

offices, and perhaps one day answer the questions asked by Elisa Villaneuva Beard (2016a) at 

TFA’s 25th Anniversary Summit, “Who in this room will be the next school chancellor? The 

next National Teacher of the Year? The next mayor? Who will be president of the United 

States?” 
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VII. CONCLUSION 

I haven’t personally wavered, and I don’t believe Teach For America has 
wavered, from the notion that we need to take a holistic approach to this. It’s why 
we have a two-year commitment.… TFA shouldn’t believe that you only take this 
on through education.… The whole point is: let’s take people, give them this 
experience, and then foster their leadership and say, “Take this on. Stay in 
education, move into related issues, as long as you're doing something to address 
the issue, then we think it’s important.” (Wendy Kopp, personal interview) 

Teach For America has now placed 25 cohorts of teachers in America’s schools, but TFA 

and its alumni have had an impact on American public education that far exceeds what these 

corps members have done in their classrooms. This dissertation informs the discussion around 

TFA and its alumni in policy by examining not just what they are doing, but how the TFA 

experience subsequently influences alumni who go into public policy. Using literature on social 

movements and social movement organizations to contextualize TFA and its alumni, the study 

draws primarily from interviews with TFA alumni who have pursued public policy-related 

endeavors after their finishing their TFA commitment, as well as newspaper coverage of TFA 

and its alumni in policy, and publicly available documents and information about TFA and its 

sister organization LEE. 

While TFA’s immediate operations focus on recruiting and selecting new members, and 

then providing pre-service training and in-service support as those members take up positions in 

classrooms, the organization’s basic functions necessarily include a policy advocacy operation. 

Indeed, debates over the meaning of the term highly qualified teacher might have posed much 

more serious difficulties for TFA had they not begun investing in their own government relations 

and lobbying efforts well before their operations were truly in danger. By the time they had been 

dealt a serious blow in court, however, TFA’s friends included powerful figures like Senator 

Tom Harkin in addition to the aforementioned support of the President and his administration. 

Further, the organization’s theory of change includes a long-term component that 

emphasizes the actions of its alumni. This long-term component, summarized at the top of this 
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chapter using Kopp’s own words, is predicated on the idea that teaching in a low-income setting 

will be a transformational experience for those who do it, an experience that has lasting impacts 

on the participant and creates a lifelong advocate for educational equity. Some of these advocates 

will stay in schools, perhaps as classroom teachers, instructional coaches, or school leaders. 

Others will take their perspective to other fields, outside of the education arena. A third set of 

participants will pursue public policy positions, broadly defined, using their experiences to 

inform the ways in which they consider, adopt, and implement policy. 

TEACH FOR AMERICA PARTICIPATION 

Organizations that support social movements maintain outward goals connected to the 

societal problems around which they are built, but they also maintain goals connected to 

influencing their own members. TFA is typical of social movement organizations in this regard, 

espousing a goal of eliminating the academic achievement gap that exists between minority 

students and their white counterparts. It also hopes the program experience will inspire 

participants, who will then draw on their TFA experiences in their future endeavors, whatever 

those endeavors may be. 

Alumni interviewed for this study universally reported that the experience had indeed 

influenced them in a variety of ways. Participants described varying degrees of impact that the 

program had on their lives. In some cases, alumni credited the decision to apply to and enroll in 

TFA for dramatically changing their career trajectories. At the other extreme were alumni who 

related a sense that they were likely to head into the public policy world irrespective of their 

TFA-related decisions. Even the program alumni who contended they were heading for policy 

regardless, however, acknowledged the role played by TFA in focusing their attention on 

education policy. 

On education-specific policy, alumni were less likely to have pre-existing policy 

preferences on any of these issues, with many acknowledging only rudimentary understandings 
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of the debates as they entered TFA. In response to policy questions, the sample of alumni 

interviewed here included alums who conform to the stereotype that pervades the dominant 

narrative about TFA as having a neoliberal policy agenda, but they were joined by alumni who 

felt rather differently on various policy topics, and, in some cases, directly challenged those 

ideals. 

Regarding charter schools, alums cited ways in which their own experiences compared to 

those of their peers for creating both favorable and unfavorable impressions of charter schools. 

Alumni also cited their interactions with the charter sector as they worked to get their own 

students accepted into charter schools, again in ways that created both favorable and unfavorable 

impressions. The fact that other TFA alumni, including their own friends, are easy to find among 

charter school and charter network leadership was listed by alumni as making them more 

positive towards charters in general. 

On teacher evaluation and accountability, alumni discussed their own experiences as 

lacking in opportunity for feedback and development, and systems that protected teachers who 

they felt did not deserve protection. Those who discussed the use of student test scores were 

divided over their suitability for use in high-stakes evaluations of teachers. Furthermore, the 

alumni interviewed here volunteered that evaluation and accountability policies currently lack 

pieces that will ensure feedback and opportunity for development. 

With regard to teacher preparation, alums in this sample thought that, while the TFA 

model for teacher preparation was not sufficient, there were useful components. Alumni 

particularly favored components that were directly applicable to their classroom contexts, rather 

than more theoretical in nature. Mechanisms for feedback on practice, whether by uploading 

videos or having professors visit and observe, were also given positive reviews. On the whole, 

however, members of this sample expressed little affection for traditional colleges of education, 

and the job they are doing to prepare teachers for the classroom. On teacher preparation, their 

own negative experiences in programs within colleges of education are more salient to their 

views than TFA’s implicit or explicit messaging. 
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That the set of alumni interviewed here were much more uniform in their thoughts on 

teacher preparation, and their openness to alternative routes as well as teacher preparation 

programs that are more practical than theoretical, suggests sympathies for a more neoliberal 

policy framing around alternative certification and teacher preparation. On the other two policy 

issues, charter schools and teacher accountability and evaluation, the sample’s variation was 

much larger. On charters, the sample included several enthusiastic charter supporters, many who 

sympathize but have misgivings, and a number of outright skeptics. TFA’s connection to the 

charter school sector is undeniable, but this study finds evidence that as more TFA alumni find 

their way to the education policy arena, there will be more internecine conflicts between TFA 

alumni of different opinions. Indeed, such a contest may have already begun in Los Angeles. 

The socialization mechanisms to which members of TFA are subject, however, are 

complicated by the fact that so much of this socialization occurs in the school placement, a 

context over which TFA itself has limited control. Yet these are the experiences that will shape 

members schema, influence their beliefs, and alter their life-paths. While these influences are a 

step removed from TFA as an organization, participants in this study would not have 

experienced them absent their TFA participation. In this sense, these might best be thought of as 

second-order influences. This label could also apply to any experience that is contingent on TFA 

participation. TFA alumni interviewed here surely had examples of ways in which TFA itself 

had influenced their thinking. Many of the alumni who expressed support for charters, for 

example, noted that their personal and professional networks are full of people who work at 

charter schools as teachers, school leaders, or network personnel, and the TFA network is 

important to TFA alumni in both personal and professional ways. The pictures painted by these 

alumni, however, suggest that the second-order influences, their students and families, their 

colleagues, their principals, weigh heavily on the minds of TFA alums. Even if the alumni base 

leans towards the neoliberal policy bent, I am hard pressed to make the case that TFA alone, 

through its organizational messaging and even formal lines of communication, drives the 

formation of these preferences. 
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Attraction to TFA and the decision to apply to the organization already tells us something 

about a person. TFA teachers differ from traditional counterparts in a number of ways. Chapter 

Two noted that traditional teachers tend towards an outlook that has greater respect for authority. 

TFA attracts people who believe change is necessary. In Chapter II, I noted Dan Lortie’s (2002) 

contention that the workplace socialization of teachers is weak when compared to the biases and 

predispositions that lead people to the classroom. In their responses to questions about other 

social and economic policies, alumni of this sample indicated that their newfound perspectives 

on education and poverty did more to reinforce their prior thoughts than to change them. 

TEACH FOR AMERICA AND PUBLIC POLICY 

For most of its history, TFA’s own in-house efforts to push policy have focused on 

measures that allow them to execute their model. The organization has entered the political fray 

with increasing visibility in more recent years. Outlets like Politico have even noted that Elisa 

Villanueva Beard, who now heads the organization as the sole CEO, has come to “accept” that 

TFA is “a controversial organization,” but vows to charge on, citing TFA’s initiative to hire 

more teachers of color as an example of work she plans to pursue despite the mostly-online 

invective leveled at the organization (Emma, 2015). These initial efforts might have been limited 

in their scope, but the more recent examples of policy advocacy suggest that the organization’s 

theory of change is not as simple as the one they publicly espouse. TFA’s in-house lobbying 

efforts suggest that the organization will not rely solely on program alumni, but will look to 

effect policy change on its own. Whether the organization moves beyond the limited scope of 

teacher preparation and matters related to its own existence, however, remains to be seen. The 

panels and events it hosts that lack ideological diversity also raise questions about a theory of 

change that includes an ideological underpinning. However the data collected for this study do 

not allow me to identify whether panels were constructed with an explicit wish to elevate a 
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certain point of view, or whether they were the result of uncritical staff simply looking for 

alumni who have moved on to interesting endeavors. 

At a federal level, this has primarily involved lobbying for funding, though TFA’s 

leadership learned the importance of a D.C. presence through the fights over the definition of a 

highly qualified teacher. TFA has been highly successful on both of these fronts, however, 

securing its own line item in the 2008 Higher Education Opportunity Act, which guaranteed TFA 

tens of millions of dollars over the course of the Act’s authorization period. In reauthorizing 

NCLB, Congress included explicit provisions for alternative certification pathways (Sawchuk, 

2015). 

At the more granular policy level, TFA has taken different approaches on different policy 

topics. The organization asserts that great schools can come in the form of charter schools and 

traditional district schools alike, but the link between TFA and charter schools is hard to 

overstate. KIPP has become the archetypal charter management entity, and its founders wrote 

their initial plan in the apartment they shared when they were TFA teachers. Twenty years later, 

KIPP schools, many of which are run by TFA alumni, count hundreds of TFA corps members 

and alumni on their staffs, and Richard Barth, KIPP’s current CEO, is married to Wendy Kopp. 

Beyond KIPP, TFA places corps members in both charter and district schools, and TFA presence 

is a noted factor in charter network decisions about where to expand operations. And whether 

they were motivated by a desire to see New York win Race to the Top funds or a desire to see 

more charter schools in New York, they contributed funds to lobby Albany legislators on the 

issue of raising the state’s charter school cap.  

On teacher-focused policy, the organization has also grown more assertive. On teacher 

accountability, TFA’s rare statements have provided support for the administration of student 

assessments that can be disaggregated by various demographics, and noted that all teachers, 

independent of their route to the classroom, should be held to the same standards. On teacher 

preparation, TFA has been less reticent. They have published their Teaching As Leadership 

(Farr, 2010) framework, and more recently joined with a diverse set of organizations to support 
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the TeachStrong initiative, spearheaded by the Center for American Progress. The initiative lists 

nine principles that partners believe will “modernize and elevate” the teaching profession by 

changing the way teachers are recruited, trained, licensed, and supported, as well as increasing 

compensation (TeachStrong, 2016a, 2016b). 

If neoliberal policy includes support for alternative certification pathways, then any TFA 

efforts to ensure its own ability to operate will push policy in a neoliberal direction, since TFA 

itself constitutes an alternative route to certification. As with their stance on charters, however, 

TFA makes the point that the components of effective teacher preparation can be part of 

traditional programs and alternative routes to the classroom. 

LEE is moving beyond solely supporting alumni in their pursuits, to include more direct 

organizing and advocacy work in the neighborhoods in which TFA places its teachers through 

the auspices of the LEE National Organizing Leadership Network. This effort is still in its early 

stages, but the issues identified in the initial stages of the group’s work include lobbying for 

crossing guards, restorative justice programs, and desegregation, hardly the hallmark of a 

neoliberal agenda. 

STUDY LIMITATIONS 

The major limitations of case study research, as discussed at greater length in Chapter II, 

involve validity and reliability. While TFA typifies modern social movement organizations in a 

number of ways, the organization and its approach are unique enough that generalizing the 

findings of this study to social movement organizations other than TFA is not possible. Data 

collection, however, included specific efforts to ensure a diverse sample, so that generalizations 

can be made to the broader population of TFA alumni in policy. This study was motivated by the 

prominence of the organization and the prevalence of its alumni in policy, not the popularity of 

its model, thus the reduction in generalizability.  
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While efforts were made to ensure the sample contained alumni from a range of corps 

years, regions, and placements, the sample’s most recent alum entered the program in 2012. 

There is a possibility that those who have entered the program in the years since TFA’s peak 

differ in important ways from those who entered before. Additionally, though participants in this 

sample sensed a shift in the organization in the later part of the 2000s, alumni from this era are 

still finding their way into the positions that would qualify them for inclusion in this study’s 

population of interest. 

IMPLICATIONS 

As Teach For America celebrates its 25th anniversary, the organization finds itself facing 

both challenges and opportunities for its future. The past few years have seen an increase in the 

intensity of both advocates and critics, and the volume of applications received by the 

organization has dropped for a third consecutive year (Beard, 2016b; Ehrenfreund, 2016). 

Against the backdrop of these disappointing recruitment numbers, the organization recently 

announced it would reduce staff at the national-level by about 15 percent (Beard, 2016b; Brown, 

2016). In discussing this down-sizing, critics have been particularly tough on the organization’s 

decision to eliminate its Chief Diversity Officer position (DeRuy, 2016; Ravitch, 2016; 

Sawchuk, 2016b). This news was further complicated by very recent work of Terrenda White, 

TFA alum who is now an Assistant Professor of Educational Foundations, Policy & Practice at 

UC Boulder. These analyses find that, even though TFA is committed to diversity within its own 

ranks, the organization’s success has displaced minority teachers in the districts in which TFA 

operates (EduShyster, 2016; White, 2016). 

Controversy and criticism are not new for TFA, but critics who once focused on the 

organization’s immediate work in schools and classrooms have broadened their rebukes to 

include pointed critiques of TFA’s influence on education policy writ-large. Critics of this 

variety castigate TFA and its alumni for their position in the neoliberal policy regime that has 
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come to dominate education policy at the federal- and the state-level. In particular, TFA’s 

detractors paint a picture of an accountability-hungry organization and alumni population that 

favor charter schools at the expense of traditional public schools and alternative routes to the 

classroom over those that run through colleges of education. 

At the same time, TFA has amassed considerable resources in terms of both financial and 

political capital. The organization’s tax filings show net assets in excess of $400 million, and 

TFA’s connections include deep-pocketed foundations and individuals. Their past donors include 

13 of the largest 15 foundations that operate in the k-12 education space (Reckhow & Snyder, 

2014). Indeed in 2011, TFA established an endowment with $100 million coming from the Eli 

and Edythe Broad Foundation, the Laura and John Arnold Foundation, the Robertson 

Foundation, and Steve and Sue Mandel (Teach For America, 2011b). Furthermore, TFA’s 

reservoir of political capital includes the support of the current President of the United States and 

the frontrunner for the Democratic Party’s nomination to succeed him, once a cosponsor of the 

Teach For America Act. TFA’s advocates in Congress are numerous, more of its alumni are 

finding their way into positions of authority and influence in both education-specific 

policymaking bodies and general-purpose policymaking venues, and its alumni are leading 

schools of various types. All of this should help TFA operate well into the foreseeable future, 

even if incoming corps cohorts are smaller than the record-setting corps seen during the 

organization’s peak years. As the lay-offs as well as the language of the press releases and 

leadership statements show, the organization is looking to adjust to new realities. Though if the 

organization really is in serious trouble, this was lost on the 15,000 alumni who packed the 

Washington D.C. Convention Center for TFA’s 25th Anniversary Summit in February of this 

year. 

Even if current trends yield corps that are more modest in size, TFA’s growth patterns in 

the decade preceding its recent slump point to a growing number of program alumni finding their 

way into the policy world. Furthermore, this study would suggest there are already more alumni 
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in such roles than we imagine, as at least a few have opted to identify themselves as former 

teachers rather than as TFA alumni in their current roles. 

Alumni in this study have noted that TFA is a reflective organization that works to 

implement feedback, and it is with high hopes of an alum-turned-researcher that I offer these 

recommendations to TFA. To start, TFA should seek out the voices of those who disagree with 

the dominant strains of policy thought. It may be difficult, especially in places where TFA 

alumni tend not to wear their “TFA colors”, but drawing attention to the alumni body’s diversity 

of opinion means more than acknowledging that diversity in a speech or a statement; it means 

showcasing it on panels, and including it in publications. Alumni too should remain cognizant 

that their experiences may lead them to different conclusions than the experiences of a teacher 

down the street, or even down the hall. A more concerted effort to showcase the diversity of 

experience will remind alumni of these differences. 

As noted, TFA exercises limited control over many of the socializing influences present 

in a corps member’s experience. TFA teachers are employees with school-based supervisors, and 

they are students in programs that lead to licensure and certification. Regarding the programs in 

which TFA teachers must enroll, however, TFA, especially in larger districts, has greater 

flexibility in selecting programs for members to attend. Alumni in this study noted that, while 

they come together informally, TFA can be helpful in convening alumni around given topics. 

Just as TFA would do well to include a variety of perspectives on charter schools in any charter 

school panel, events or discussions focused on teacher preparation would do well to include 

teachers with a variety of backgrounds. Such events need not be limited to TFA alumni. 

There is considerable ground for researchers to cover in examining the role that Teach 

For America and its alumni are playing in education policymaking in America. Careful attention 

should be paid to the nature of the influences that are part of the TFA experience. To what extent 

is the central organization responsible for the shaping of members’ beliefs and preferences? How 

do we account for the factors that lie beyond TFA’s control? And, with the more recent 
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developments in terms of TFA’s notoriety and enrollments, will those joining within the last few 

years tread a different path? 

The list of alumni candidates is growing for the current election cycle, and if even half of 

those candidates win, TFA will more than double or possibly triple the number of alumni who 

hold seats in a state legislative chamber. While prominent alumni have relinquished roles at the 

helms of state departments and local districts, other alumni are rising through the ranks to claim 

such spots in other cities. Furthermore, the alumni we know about are supplemented by a cadre 

of alumni who are not quite so public about their affiliation. TFA’s success over its first 25 years 

ensures that the growth in alumni seeking positions of authority and influence will continue for 

at least a few more years. As this body grows, however, it seems likely to broaden in the 

preferences of its members and the policies for which they advocate. Voices that dissent from the 

dominant narrative have begun to receive more attention, and those voices will grow. As a 

researcher and as a program alum, it is my hope that TFA will follow the recommendations 

above, and embrace those voices within its own operations. 

If Wendy Kopp’s goal was to provide a transformative experience, then on that count she 

surely succeeded. As this study shows, the nature of that experience is complex, and researchers 

have their work cut out if they truly want to disentangle the various influences inherent in the 

experience. This work, however, is important, and these concepts deserve our attention as more 

and more TFA alumni make the journey from the schoolhouse to the statehouse. 
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APPENDIX A – INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FOR TFA ALUMNI 

The purpose of this study is to explore the role that Teach For America and its alumni are 

playing in the education policy sector. This research is being conducted for my doctoral 

dissertation at Teachers College. 

 

Our interview will take about 1 hour. It will cover topics related to TFA’s role in the policy 

sphere, your experiences as a TFA alum in policy, and ways in which your TFA experience 

connects to your current work. I might also add that I am a TFA alum, myself. 

 

Confidentiality: 

 

For non-public-figures 

This interview is entirely confidential. Your name will not be used in either this 

dissertation or any presentations or publications that come out of the work. If I report 

anything you say, I would reference you as a TFA alum with a general description of 

your title. 

 

For public-figures: 

If it’s all right with you, I would like to begin this interview on the record. If you would 

prefer that your responses be attributed to a ”TFA alum in policy,” please let me know.  

 

Do you have any questions about this study or the way your interview will be used before we 

begin? 

 

Consent and Audiotaping: 

 

Phone interviews, consent sent in advance 

Thank you for sending back the consent form. Do you have any questions about that? 

 

In-Person interviews, review consent prior to interview 

Please take a minute to look at this consent form. Let me know if you have any questions.  

 

Would it be alright if I audiotape this conversation? I would like to record this interview in order 

to have a complete record of our conversation. You may request at any time to discontinue or 

temporarily stop the recording. 

 

Is audio recording acceptable? _____ Yes    ______ No 
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(If yes, turn on audio recorder) 

 

OK, I’m turning on the tape recorder, and again, let me know if you’d like me to turn it off. 

 

 Current Job and Background 

o Background 

 For background, what was your TFA placement? 

 Tell me about what you’re currently doing. Who are you working for? 

What do you do for them? 

 Would you mind tracing your route from TFA to your current position? 

o Motivation 

o Thinking back, what originally motivated you to apply to TFA? 

o Could you speak for a minute, just generally on the ways in which TFA has 

impacted you, both in the past and in the work you are doing now? 

 (Probe for: Experience with other teachers; Experience in neighborhood) 

o Thinking about your TFA experience, what were the major factors contributing to 

the achievement deficits faced by your school? 

o What do you recall as working well at your placement school? 

o Did you participate in any sort of school-based leadership team? Were you active 

in school policy, or did you work to change school policy on any particular 

issues? 

o How do those compare to the factors you perceived in schools other than your 

own? 

o Unions 

 Were you a union member during your TFA time? 

 If there was an active union in your school, could you tell me about your 

own experiences with it? 

 If there was not an active union presence, was there an active union in 

town? Do you think a union presence would have impacted your schools 

operation? 

o Did you feel any stigma associated with your TFA affiliation? 

 

 Current Work 

o Was this type of work something you had considered prior to TFA, or were you 

inspired to pursue this public position based on your experiences during your time 

as a corps member? 

 (If TFA didn’t impact career trajectory, did it alter analysis of issues) 

o Can you talk a little about how your experiences post-TFA have impacted your 

current outlooks? 
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o Similar to the question on stigma as a teacher, how would you say your status as 

TFA is currently received? 

 

 Policy Preference Questions 

o I’m wondering if we could speak a bit about a few high-profile education reform 

issues: 

o What are your thoughts on school choice? 

o Would you say your TFA experience impacted your views on this subject? If yes, 

how? 

o What are your thoughts on teacher accountability? 

o Would you say your TFA experience impacted your views on this subject? If yes, 

how? 

o What are your thoughts on teacher preparation and selection? 

o Would you say your TFA experience impacted your views on this subject? If yes, 

how? 

o If you had to guess, how representative would you say your views are of the TFA 

alumni population? 

o [For alumni who work/have worked on TFA local staff] How did the local 

organization (eg TFA LA or TFA NYC) interact with local policymakers? 

 

 Relationship to TFA/LEE 

o What do you see as the proper role for a group like TFA? Should TFA attempt 

policy neutrality, or should it adopt policy positions on issues? 

o How frequently do you communicate with other TFA alumni? Do you feel like 

you are part of a TFA alumni network? 

o How would you characterize your relationship with TFA now? Do you connect 

with the organization itself? 

o When you see TFA on a resume, do you think differently about the candidate? 

o Are you a member of Leadership for Educational Equity? 

o Do you think there is anything about TFA alumni that makes them particularly 

suited to positions of influence in education policy? 

o Some researchers and pundits believe that in five to ten years, we’re going to see 

hundreds of TFA alumni running for office and serving in positions of influence. 

Do you agree with this assessment? Would this type of surge have implications 

for education policymaking? 

 

 General Questions 

o Do you identify with a political party? 

o To what extent to you agree with your party’s education platform? 
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o Did your time in TFA influence your thoughts on other social and economic 

issues? 

 

 Wrap-Up 

o One final question I’m trying to think about is, “What would the policy world or 

education world look like without TFA?” Can I get your thoughts on that 

question? What do you think you might have done after college if TFA wasn’t an 

option? How do you think the larger policy picture might be different? 

o Is there anything connected to this conversation that we haven’t talked about, but 

that you think is important for me to consider? 

o Would you be willing to connect me with friends/colleagues/fellow TFA alumni 

who can address these questions? 
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APPENDIX B – ALUMNI INTERVIEWEES 

The following participants gave permission to include their names in a list of people interviewed 

for this dissertation. This is not an exhaustive list of study participants, and the decision to give 

permission was left entirely to the participant. 

Name Position 

Cami Anderson Superintendent, Newark Public Schools 

Rob Bryan NC House of Representatives (R - Mecklenberg) 

Iris Chen Executive Director, Fund for NYC Public Schools, Former ED, TFA-

NYC 

Genevieve DeBose 2011 Teacher Ambassador Fellow, US Dept. of Education 

Mike Feingberg Co-Founder, KIPP Schools 

Bill Ferguson MD State Senate (D - Baltimore) 

Kaycee Gerhart Legislative Director, CO St Sen. Michael Johnston 

Michelle Hodara Senior Researcher, Education Northwest 

Tina Hone Former Elected Member, Fairfax County School Board 

Kevin Huffman Former Commissioner, TN Dept. of Education 

Mike Johnston CO State Senate (D - Denver) 

Ryan Jolley At-Large Member, Gahanna City Council; Candidate for Mayor, 

Gahanna, OH 

Wendy Kopp Founder and former Executive Director, TFA 

Damion LeeNatali Chief of Staff, CO St Sen. Michael Johnston 

Mark Levine Elected Member, New York City Council 

Rebecca Lipsey Appointed Member, Florida Board of Education 

Kara Maguire Senior Director of Recruitment, Uncommon Schools 

Kimberly Mitchell Founder and CEO, Inquiry Partners 

Sydney Morris Co-Founder & Co-CEO, Educators4Excellence 

Lara Pheatt Doctoral Student, Research Assistant 

Vanessa Rodriguez Chief Talent Officer, Newark Public Schools 

Sam Rosaldo Director of Referral, Enrollment and Transition, District 79, NYC DOE 

Gabe Scheck New Leaders, Executive Director of Development 

Greg Schmidt Associate, WilmerHale; Former asst. to the US Asst. Sec. of Education 

Nate Schorr OneDay Consulting 

Courtney Smith NYC DOE - Director of Instructional Policy 

Ben Spielberg Research Assistant, Center on Budget and Policy Priorities 

David Stanley Students Matter, Former Executive Director TFA-Los Angeles 

Nikki Thompson Executive Director, One Goal New York 

Matthew Weyer National Conference of State Legislatures 
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Name Position 

John White Louisiana Superintendent of Education 

Sarah Woodward Associate Director, English & History, Great Minds 

Darin Yankowitz Chief of Staff, Regional Operations, TFA NOLA 

Sondra Youdelman Executive Director, Community Voices Heard 

Lani Young Dir. of Communications and Outreach, CO St Sen. Michael Johnston 

Paymon Zarghami Elected Member, San Jose School Board 

Rachel Zell Education Consultant; Frmr Project Manager, NYC DOE Office of 

Talent, Research, and Data 

Steve Zimmer Elected Member, Los Angeles School Board 
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