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If you live in San Jose, some of the best and brightest college graduates will be teaching in a school near you. Retaining them is the challenge. 

As Mercury News writer Sharon Noguchi reported on Monday, Teach For America is expanding in low-income schools, beyond the 100 teachers now in Alum Rock and San Jose Unified. The nonprofit organization places grads in classrooms for a minimum of two years. Even before the recession crushed dreams of retiring at 30, TFA had been a hot recruiter at prestigious schools like Stanford.

One in five new teachers in Alum Rock is a TFA fellow. Because they arrive with only five weeks of training, there's a debate over how they compare with credentialed teachers. (If the state had a better data system, the answer would be clearer.) But in schools with dynamic leaders, where TFA fellows feel welcome and can collaborate, they excel; test scores rise.

About two-thirds of TFA fellows stay in the classroom after two years, but Alum Rock has never done much to keep good ones. A few have stayed, like fourth grade teacher Scott Wolf, the Silicon Valley Education Foundation's teacher of the year. Others, feeling unappreciated or frustrated with district bureaucracy and low pay, have gone on to lead charter schools or work for school reformers like Partners in School Innovation. The other groups' gains are Alum Rock's loss.

Not all TFA fellows are cut out for teaching, but many could be the next generation of master teachers and principals. Districts that view them as short-term job fillers and not long-term leaders are missing a huge opportunity.

