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An AlNOVive Approach to Assuring Teacher Competence

Freda M. Holley,
Austin Independent School District

Austin experiences in and concerns about teacher testing have

already been well documented for AREA participants (Holley 1978, 1979).

Suffice it to say here that we tried teacher testing in a limited way and

at the direction of our school board considered the possibility of testing

not only teacher recruits, but all teachers in our district. We concluded

that the inherent problems were prohibitive. Among the difficulties we

perceived were:

the high cost of developing valid tests that would withstand

legal scrutiny,

the narrowness of function that could be measured adequately

with paper and pencil tests, and

the impact testing would likely have on.trecruitment efforts.

Our district thus decided to explore an alternative method to assure teacher

competence.- That alternative was the development of a new competency-based

teacher evaluation system.

In this paper I would like to describe the development of this

new system, describe the system, and then come back to give some evaluation

of how well it appears to be accomplishing the initial goals we set for it.

Devulopment

At the direction of the Austin Independent School District (AISD) Board

of Trustees, the Department of Staff Personnel with technical support from the

Office of Research and Evaluation (ORE) initiated development of a new personnel
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evaluation system in 1977. The goals set for the system were fairly elaborate.

We wanted to develop a system which:

Measured high-priority competencies.

Yielded data which would be more reliable and valid than

past data.

. Had as its fundamental purpose the improvement of teaching

performance and, therefore, provided a fruitful data base

for assessing, providing, and evaluating staff development.

. Would be feasible in terms of time and cost.

Would provide a usable source of research data on teacher

performance and its relation to student performance.

Given these goals and the fact that we were given somewhat less than a year to

have a new system ready for adoption, we set as our first priority the establish-

ment of a set of competency statements.

The Office of Research and Evaluation with the help of the Research

and Development Center for Teacher Education at the University of Texas conducted

a survey of the literature to identify a list of competency statements that had

already been researched. This search and subsequent validitation activities

were supported in part through a cooperative project the district had underway

with the R and D Center which was funded by the National Institute of Education.

Although the research on competencies was limited and not of high quality, we

did establish a long list of competency statements. We also added competency

statements based on our knowledge of the current research on teacher effectiveness.

Then the list was reviewed, condensed, and pared until we had approximately

one hundred competency statements.

In late summer of 1977 ORE, again with the help of the R and D Center,

conducted a complex validation survey on these competencies. This survey



has also been weal documented both through district publications and through

an AERA prsentation (Christner, Mentz, Kugle, and Calkins, 1979). Essentially,

the survey used matrix sampling to assure that every teacher had input on

the competencies selected for final inclusion in the evaluation system. The

competencies were also rated by principals, instructional specialists, a .

sample of students, a sample of parents, ani 11 faculty in the University of

Texas College of'Educatio Thlp. is data remains, by the way, as a rich source

of data as yet untapped about the value that different groups place on different

aspects of'teaching. The teacher sampling was done in such a way that comparisons

are possible between teachers of low and high socio-economic-status students,

teachers of different subject areas, grade levels, and so forth. The Research

and Development Center has also been invoIVed in a follow-up study that we hope

will offer some validation of the competencies against teacher performance as

measured by external observers and against student achievement.

While the survey was being conducted, Department of Staff Personnel

members were meeting with ORE staff to finalize other aspects of the system.

Numerous decisions had to be made and once made turned into written material

to document the system.

In addition, the politics of the situation had to.be attended to.

Meetings were held with constituentgroups affected by the future system to keep

them informed and to provide opportunities for their input into decisions.

Among these groups were the teacher associations, the administrator associatioti,

parent groups, Board committees, and interested individuals.

The entire system was completed and went to the Board of Trustees it

the early months of 1978. It was approved. This was noteworthy because prior

to this effort, a committee had worked on a system for two years and the Board

had rejected their proposal three times in a row. The final rejection had led

initially to the appointment of our two departments to the task.
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The Professional Personnel Evaluation System

This was the name given to the new system iv recognition of the fact

that it covered such personnel as counselors and librarians as well as

teachers. It consisted of the following elements.

63 Competency Statements. Out of the survey, sixty-three competency

statements were finally chosen. Further-reduction seemed inadvisable because

the ratings on these sixty-three were'so uniformly high. The statements served

as the core of the new system.

Rating forme. The statements were placed on a standard type of

rating form which principals or their designates would use to record final

ratings.

Detailed procediees. Among the new requirements of the system

were those requiring evaluators to conduct at least two observations of term

contract teachers and thtee observations of new teachers, instructional

coordinators to do evaluation observations and provide written feedback, and

evaluators to have evaluation conferences with those being evaluated. Detailed

procedures to follow when teachers were in contractual difficulty were spelled

out. Recommended procedures and forms for conducting observations and develop-

ing plans for competency improvement were also included.

Parent and student input. A form was provided whereby parents could

provide input regarding teacher performance. This input was voluntary in nature.

Strong parent pressure in favor of student ratings of teacher performance led

to the inclusion of a research project to gather this type of data in four schools.

(This prOject was later dropped because of a:Texas Attorney General's ruling

that data gathered in such a project would be considered open-records data

available to the public. This would have led to constraints on the research that
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inade it seem inadvisable.) In addition to that project, however, all teachers

were urged to gather student input for their own use. Student input forms which

could be used at different grade levels were made available to teachers.

A handbook. Complete details of the system were put into a handbook

so that they would be readily available. This handbook included sections on

district policies and the required and recommended procedures of course, but in

addition other sections were designed to serve as a resource to the evaluator.

One section gave a list of behavioral descriptors for each competency. This sec-

tion has gone through more revisions than any other part of the handbook. It

attempts to give evalumtors a good base for making rating decisions. Behaviors

that should be present for a "3" or a "5" rating are differentiated. There is a

list of data sources that should be considered in making decisions on rating a

competency. There is a listing of the available training resources in the

district and at our regional state service center related to each competency.

There is a similar listing of resources related to the competencies needed by

the evaluator in doing evaluation. Finally, there is a sourcebook of data-

gathering instruments that can be used,ranging from observationfinstruments for

special purposes to forms for student and parent input.

A Pedback pZan. It was anticipated that feedback on ratings

being given by individual evaluators as compared to ratings given by others

and by the district in general would be a powerful motivator toward improved

rating reliability. Therefore, plans were made to place ratings on computer

and to provide school-by-school data summaries. An example of a school profile

is shown on the following pages. In addition to its main purpose, this data

was intended to assist schools in preparing campus staff development plans.
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A training program for evaluators. Training of evaluators was

agreed to be the primary essential necessary to attaining the goals set for

the,system. This training was,in fact,seen as far more important in getting

valid ratings and in promoting the improvement of teaching practice than any

other,aspect of the system. Therefore, elakprate training activities and

'schedules were developed. The first wave of training, conducted in the spring

of 1978, was designed to be sure that all evaluators'knew and understood the

new system. Figure 2 on the the following page illustrates charts that

were maintained.by ORE to show who was receiving training. This information

has been used to structure make-up training duriLh: the 1978-79 school year.

The second wave of training addressed the practical needs of evaluators

in terms of their evaluation skills. Figure 3 describes the nature of some

of this training. At some points, administrator testing was used to assure

that the necessary information was being communicated and received.

Implementation and Evaluation

The new system went into effect in the fall of the 1978-79 school

year. The year began with.orientation sessions held first with total .faculty

groups and then with individuals up for ev"auation during that year.

The Office of Research and Evaluation )bserved in 'all training sessions

for the year, conducted evaluation activities on those sessions, and collected

survey and interview data fram evaluators and evaluatees during the entire

year to monitor and evaluate implementation of the new system. This effort

was probably the largest scale, most intensive implementation effort ever

conducted by the school district. There was a relative lack of other interfering

events in the 1978-79 school year that made this possible; that is, there were

no major new federal or state programs, no new court orders, and no major

9.
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March, April 1978. Orientation sessions were held for administrators

in the Professional Personnel Evaluation System.

'My 10, 1978. In the General Principals Heating, several aspects of

the evaluation system were discussed including tine management, the

role of the instructional coordinator and the uniform definition of

a."3" rating. Additionally, small group exercises were conducted

to generate behavior descriptors at the "3," or good/expected level

for each of the 43 teacher competencies.

Jim, 1978. kt the secondary level, a videotaped lesson was used

44 the basis for observational training including writing up the obser-

vations. At the elementary level, an evaluotion case study was con..

ducted using a video taped lesson for observational training and other

date sources and culminating in the completion of an evaluation

instrument based on the data gathered.

August, 1978. Several sessions of the staff development workshop

tor administrators focused on the evaluation system. These included

4 general overview of the recommended evaluation procedures, a

three-part series on a secondary evaluation case study and two sessions

on contemning techniques and skills.

Septenber, 1978, Several Mirde,44110i01411 on the evaluation system were

offered es makeups and for staff new to AISD. In addition to Copies

already covered, a new session on the competency improvement plan

was held.

October, 1278. Eveluetiontraining mini-sessionn for the special

areas administrators were held. The topics covered were observation

training, an evaluation eile study, conferencing and use of the

cospetency improvement plan.

January, 1979, wan orientation session on the eveluation system yes

held for non-publin school administrators
of schools where an A/SD

staff member is employed.

February, 1979. A training session was conducted for secOndary

principals end instructional coordinators to improve cOUNIMitAtiOn

channels among evaluation team members especially in terns of

observations and their write-ups.'

Sterner, 1978 to Spring, 1979. In addition to the training offered by

AISD, the Educetion Service Center, Region XIII has developed a two

dty training session on the instructional supervision process. tease

training sessions stTOSS the importance of behaviorally defining

areas of concern tad working positively with the Professional toward

improvement through data gathering, analysis and contemning.

Figure 3: SYROPS/S OF TRAINING CONDUCTED FOR
ADMINISTRATORS IN THE PROFESSIONAL
PERSONNEL EVALUATION TYSTEM.



wadministrative changes to interfere. As you will see in a mament, this was

probably a rare year in a large urban district. At any rate, implementation

level of the new program of teacher evaluation was very high.

The first year evaluation of the new system's implementation was,

in general, very positive. The system appeared to be well-accepted. The

new system received higher ratings of adequacy than eke old.syatem had in.base-

line data that had beeen collected. The figure below indicates also that those

evaluated felt the system was helping them to improve.

(LEMMA

SECOMAIX

Va MO=
SECOliDAU

OVUM MOT
131 SCHOOLS

a*P*40444WW/494.:
4 41,4 e 4 4 iWiWire4 4147417g7gM444

=MIMEOS=

_

tOX 201 302 402 502 602 702 SOZ

. raCZNAGS WHO tuctIvED Dcnoveat

Figu-re 4: PERCENT OF PROFESSIONALS SURVEYED WRO PERCEIVED

IMPROVEMENT AS A RESULT OF THE SYSTEM.

The average number of formal observations reported by professionals

was 3.64 to 6.35,indicating that administrators conducted well over the

required number of observations. The chart at the top of the following

page indicates who was conducting observationsi, Conferences were also

held more often than they were required.
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The big question was, of course, were the ratings any more

consistent across the district? Was there any evidence that they might

be more reliable?. The answer to the first question was obviously that great

variability was still evident across the district. The two school profiles

on the next pages show quite clearly that ratings varied a great deal from

school to school. :this variability was, of course, expected since the profiles

were anticipated as a key to getting that variability reduced. With respect

to reliability, we had anticipated that a first step in increasing reliability

and validity of ratings would be the forcing of a normal curve distribution

in the ratings. Therefore, principals had been told repeatedly that most of

their ratings would fall in the "3," labeled "good;" category while there

would be about three percent of the ratings at each extreme. The emphasis was
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by competency and not by individual .

several high ratings and several low

ratings falling in the "3" category.

iNering of the competencies as shown

That is, an individual might have

ratings with the majority of competency

The effect of this emphasis was a general

in the ratings for the new system versus

those being given on the old system. The desired variability was not present.

Figure 6. MEAN RATINGS FOR THE
1977-78 TEACHER
EVALUATION FORMS.
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Figure 7. MEAN RATINGS ON THE 19746-79 NEW

PROFESSIONAL CHECKLIST AND THE
1978-79 TEACHER EVALUATION FORM.

All in all, the findings at the end of the first year indicated that

there was considerable promise of success for the system. Then, we entered

the second year of implementation. The expectation for this year was that

a revision in the administrative evaluation system that would parallel and

support the teacher evaluation system was to occur. Further training where

needs ware indicated wes to continue. The number of competencies had been

reduced fram 63 to 46 in response to general concern about the length of the

evaluation form. Ths was done by using correlation data from the spring 1979

ratings. It was at this point that two eventi occurred that have interrupted

16. 23



4 to
progress on the system. The district's ten year old desegregation suit

finally came to trial in late summer and a decision toward the end of the

year mandated immediate January implementation of a large-scale busing plan

at elementary level and fairly extensive change in the already-existing

junior and senior high busing plans. It Was only after the federal circuit court

and intervenors learned to their surprise that the Austin schools were on a

quarter system which ended in March rather than a semester system that

ended in January that ijOiementation of the plan has been postponed until the

fall of 1980. In addition to the chaos that you can.imagine all this has

created, our superintendent announced in November of 1979 that he would not

seek a renewal of his contract which expires in the summer of 1980 becaus; of

a lack of support by the Board. These two events have usurped time and atten-

tion to such an extent that no one has had time to devote real attention to

the teacher evaluation process.

It did rot come as a great surprise to us therefore that the new

teacher ratings given to new employees late in the fall show some indica-

tions of an upturn in average rating and no indication of improvement ta

variability. In addition, it has been necessary to put up quite a fight to

have the evaluation data to plan staff development used rather than pursuing

a big needs survey to set up extensive district staff development to support

the desegregation efforts. This indicated to us that the goal of having this

data serve as a basis for staff development planning and tlelivery has not

really been accepted.
114

Thus, it is necessary to conclude at this time that no final decision

can be made about whether the approach the district chose as a way to assure

teacher competence is viable. Indeed, whether or not it will be possible to

regain'the momentum lost due to the chaotic events of the year probably depends

17.



to considerable extent on the direction and strength of the new superintendent

when he is finally chosen.

In retrospect, / still find that the goals established for the system

initially, although high, have just minimally justified the cost of the system.

This cost is to be calculated primarily in terms of the teagher and administrator

time required to implement it. Even though it seems that the requirements for

observation and con2erencing are minimal, I am keenly aware of'how much time they

consume. Aslore'in schools blcome even more aware of the centralityof time to the

learning process for students, we also become jealous of that time for staff.

Perhaps evaluators are naturally skeptical, but as I have watched the ratings come

in, I also become iacreasinglydoubtful that administrators can be led to making

the hard decisions that are associated with identifying competency inadequacy.

Therefore; in the back of my mind, I carry the suspicion that if we are 6

establish a minimum competency level for personnel in our schools, the only way

may be through examinations prior to employment or perhaps even prior to entry

into training as an educator.

2 5
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