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TITLE OF THE REVIEW
Teach For America (TFA) for Improving Math, Language Arts, and Science Achievement of
Primary and Secondary Students in the United States: A Systematic Review
BACKGROUND
Briefly describe and define the problem
Teacher effectiveness is considered to be among the most influential factors influencing
student achievement in America’s public schools (Rivkin, Hanushek, & Kain, 2005; Sanders
& Rivers, 1996). One way to measure teacher effectiveness is through improvements in
student achievement. Measured in this way, effective teachers are estimated, over the
duration of a single school year, to advance student academic achievement by a full grade
level or more (Clotfelter, Ladd, & Vigdor, 2007, 2010; Hanushek, 1992; Hanushek & Rivkin,
2012; RAND, 2012; Rockoff, 2004). Further, students being taught by a more effective
teacher have experienced academic improvement up to three times greater than that of
students taught by a less effective teacher (Kane, Rockoff, & Staiger, 2008). Yet, there
continues to be a shortage of highly effective teachers across the United States, especially in
the most high-need areas. This shortage has persisted for decades and is well documented
(Darling-Hammond, 1984; Ingersoll 2001; Ingersoll & Perda, 2010; National Commission on
Teaching and America’s Future, 1997). Research shows that this shortage is most pervasive
in US public schools serving the highest proportions of at-risk and high-need students
(Clotfelter, Ladd & Vigdor, 2006; Monk, 2007; Peske & Haycock, 2006).
The shortage of effective teachers in US public schools and the potential long-term impact of
effective teachers on student academic achievement are two reasons why it is critically
important to understand which alternative teacher preparation programs, in particular, can
produce highly effective teachers for difficult-to-staff, high-need public schools in America.
One such alternative teacher preparation program is Teach For America (TFA).
Briefly describe and define the population
TFA serves the highest-needs students in the country. Students in their schools are 90%
African American or Latino/Hispanic, and approximately 80% receive free or reduced price
lunches. According to a study conducted by Mathematica Policy Research (2004), students
in classrooms taught by TFA teachers began the year, on average, at the 14th percentile
compared to the national norm (Decker, Mayer, & Glazerman, 2004). As of 2010, TFA
teachers represented between 10% and 15% of new teachers hired in high-needs schools
across 35 regions, representing most of the country’s urban and rural districts.
Briefly describe and define the intervention
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TFA is a program designed to address the growing teacher shortage in public schools with
high-needs students by identifying high-achieving college graduates and highly-qualified
adults from various professional fields, training them in a short period of time, and placing
them in the classroom with mentors and continued support. TFA recruits recent graduates
from colleges and universities through undergraduate programs across America and recruits
working professionals through its national infrastructure and reputation. From these
graduates and professionals, TFA selects corps members who demonstrate competency in
areas such as leadership and perseverance. Selected corps members then participate in a 5week intensive training program the summer before beginning their two-year teaching
assignment. During their teaching assignment, TFA corps members receive on-going
support, peer mentoring, and professional development.
Critics of TFA argue that a 5-week training (or teacher preparation) program—which is often
the only teacher experience corps members have prior to classroom placement—is not
sufficient to prepare them for teaching in high-needs public schools and classrooms in the
United States. From the critics perspective, the primary argument against the use of TFA
corps members in high needs public schools is that these corps members lack the
preparation and training to handle the challenges they face as new teachers in the most
impoverished and at-risk school districts in the United States. Critics also argue that the
two-year commitment does not require TFA corps members to stay in schools long enough
for students to realize the improvements in academic outcomes that are hypothesized in the
TFA theory of change. TFA recently responded to these criticisms by announcing through
the TFA blog that they will be offering year-long training to college seniors and support to
corps members and Alumni that stay in teaching in years 3, 4, and 5 (D. Goodman, personal
communication, March 07, 2014).
TFA is a branded teacher preparation program that is well recognized, intensely debated,
and widely studied in the United States. Remarkably, the fourteen studies we identified in
our cursory search have not been systematically reviewed by the Campbell Collaboration or
by the What Works Clearinghouse—although the Clearinghouse has conducted reviews of
single studies on TFA. Our systematic review will apply rigorous and transparent systematic
review procedures to objectively review the evidence and thereby inform the current and
vigorous public policy debate on the effects of TFA on student academic outcomes. Now,
more than ever, what is needed is the use of rigorous systematic review procedures that will
enable us to document, and when statistically possible control for, differences in study,
school, teacher, and student characteristics that could mask the estimated effect of TFA on
student academic outcomes.
Outcomes: What are the intended effects of the intervention?
The TFA theory of change is based on the theory that the TFA recruitment, selection,
training, and support for corps members work synergistically to produce corps members
who are equipped to provide high-quality instruction to students in their classrooms. This

3

The Campbell Collaboration | www.campbellcollaboration.org

high quality instruction, in turn, leads to students with higher achievement and better
academic outcomes in subject areas such as math, English language arts, and science relative
to the achievement and academic outcomes that these students would have experienced if
taught by non-TFA teachers. For the English language arts outcome domain, we will focus
on student achievement in reading or writing or both.
OBJECTIVES
We propose to use a series of procedures that will minimize bias in the identification, critical
appraisal, and statistical synthesis of all relevant and internally valid studies on TFA. Our
proposed systematic review will attempt to answer the following eight questions:
1. What are the study characteristics of RCTs and QEDs conducted on TFA?
2. What are the sample characteristics of the schools, teachers, and students in these RCTs
and QEDs?
3. What are the main effects of TFA on elementary, middle, and high school students’ Math,
English Language Arts, and Science outcomes? (The main effects will be estimated
separately for each grade level)
4. Are the main effects of TFA statistically significantly different between RCTs and QEDs?
If not, what is the combined main effect of TFA for RCTs and QEDs?
5. Do the main effects of TFA differ by group contrast? (e.g., TFA corps member group vs.
novice “traditional route teachers” control group; or TFA corps member group vs.
veteran “alternative preparation route teachers” control group.)
6. Do the main effects of TFA differ by student subgroups?
7. Does the main effect of TFA differ by fidelity of TFA implementation (if such information
is reported in the studies)?
8. Is there sufficient cost information in TFA studies, or a subset of studies, to evaluate
whether TFA it cost effective? If so, is TFA cost effective?
METHODOLOGY
What types of study designs are to be included and excluded?
Studies that use random assignment to form intervention and control groups and studies
that use matching to form a counterfactual group comparable to the intervention group on
measured characteristics will be included. The expected counterfactual groups will include
teachers who pursued training via traditional teacher education programs or via other
alternative certification routes other than TFA. Because TFA serves all grades from
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Kindergarten through 12th grade, studies that examine any grade from K-12 will be
considered for inclusion, provided that they meet additional criteria described below.
Expected student outcomes are Math, English Language Arts, and Science standardized
assessment scores, although depending on the state in which the TFA study was conducted,
science standard assessment scores may not be available in the early elementary grades and
may not be available for some of the high school grades. The reason is that states vary in the
use of their assessments to evaluate the academic achievement of students in different
grades and in different subjects.
Inclusion criteria:
Impact evaluations that include K-12 students and teachers in the United States, form a TFA
program group and at least one control or comparison group using random assignment,
matching, or other statistical methods, and estimate the effect of TFA on academic outcomes
in Math, English Language Arts, or Science will be eligible for review.
Exclusion criteria:
Impact evaluations based on the TFA program group only or estimate the effect of TFA on
non-cognitive outcomes only will be excluded from the review.
Your method of synthesis:
Individual study effects will be synthesized statistically using Comprehensive Meta-Analysis
(CMA) software. The primary goal of the meta-analysis is to address review questions 3
through 8 by estimating the average effect of TFA on student academic outcomes,
quantifying its precision (with confidence intervals), evaluating whether the effect is real or
due to chance using the actual p-value compared to the alpha level, and determining whether
TFA is cost effective. Related to this goal, the CMA software will allow us to quantify the
amount of heterogeneity in the individual effect sizes that comprise the average effect size.
This involves empirically distinguishing between variation in the individual effect sizes that
is due to sampling error and variation in the individual effects that is due to true differences
among studies. If we are able to quantify the true variation among study effect sizes, we can
use study characteristics to try to explain this variation. Finally, we will evaluate whether the
overall estimate of TFA’s average effect is affected by publication bias.
SOURCES OF SUPPORT
External funding:
The Campbell Collaboration Education Coordinating Group mini-grant.
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TFA, does not receive funding from TFA, and has no financial interest in TFA.
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