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A Nation at Risk, published by the National Commission on
Excellence for the Department of Education in 1983, documented
widespread educational problems and galvanized educators, business-
people, and communities to rethink public education. Even before this
report hit the news, however, Texas had already taken steps toward
reform. A key focus of reform efforts, beginning in the early 1980s
and continuing into the 1990s, was the preparation and assessment of
teachers.

First, legislation restructured the process by which teacher education
preparation programs were developed and approved. Renovations
called for a new Commission on Standards for the Teaching
Profession (governed by the State Board of Education) and mandated
basic skills entry-level tests for admission into teacher education
programs and certification tests at the completion of these programs.
Other legislation (House Bill 246) mandated a state curriculum for
Pre-K through twelfth grade.

Legislation to Improve the Quality of Teachers and Teaching
In order to boost reform efforts, Governor Mark White appointed a
Select Committee on Public Education, chaired by H. Ross Perot, to
investigate the quality of education in Texas. This group held forums
across the state, reviewed information, and made recommendations to
the legislature, which had convened in a special session in the summer
of 1984. The resulting legislation (House Bill 72) called for major
revisions in the elementary and secondary education programs. The
legislation addressed additional state resources for education, equitable
distribution of funds, and other methods for improving the quality of
schools. Primary among these was improvement in the quality of
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teaching. The Select Committee had discovered in its investigation
that no systematic evaluation of teachers existed either across the state
or within districts, that some teachers performed poorly in the
classroom, that teacher morale was low, and that too many students
did not perform well on national tests.

House Bill 72 attempted to remedy some of these problems. A first
step was a call for a systematic appraisal system of all teachers and, in
conjunction with the appraisal system, a career ladder. These
requirements resulted in the Texas Teacher Appraisal System (TTAS)
and a four-level career ladder. Level four on this ladder is designated
“master teacher,” a level for which teachers are eligible following a
minimum number of years of teaching, participation in a required
amount of in-service, performance at a specified level on the TTAS,
and success on a master teacher examination, which includes written,
oral, and other assessments.

Another provision of this law established an interim State Board of
Education composed of 15 members, appointed by the governor, to
ensure that all of the mandates of this law were implemented. At the
same time, the teachers’ base salary was increased $5,500, from
$11,000 to $16,500. The bill also included many accountability
measures, such as the “no-pass/no-play” provision, under which
students must attain a passing score of at least 70 in order to
participate in extracurricular activities, as well as the Texas
Educational Assessment of Minimum Skills (TEAMS) test to be taken
at odd-numbered grades and as a graduation prerequisite. The bill
called for high and rigorous standards in all of these areas in an
attempt to upgrade the quality of education of our youth in Texas.

Because of these and other provisions, House Bill 72 was very
controversial. Professional associations and local school districts
resisted aspects of the bill because of its tendency toward
centralization, because of the extensive changes in teacher preparation
and assessment, and because of new requirements placed on students.
Particularly controversial (and receiving significant publicity
nationwide) was the Texas Examination of Current Administrators and
Teachers (TECAT). All educators were required to pass this test in the
spring of 1986 in order to be employed in the fall of 1986.

Despite frustration and persistent resistance, the appointed board
worked diligently to maintain high and rigorous standards while main-
taining some amount of satisfaction and morale among the teacher
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force. Implementation of House Bill 72 was complex because of
the diversity of students and teachers, because of the large numbers
of students (then about three million) and teachers (then about
185,000) affected, and because of the short timelines imposed by the
legislature. For instance, the board and agency had only one year to
develop the TTAS.

In the last biennial legislative session in 1989, the legislature made
some revisions to the law regarding the career ladder and the master
teacher assessment. It delayed for one year the implementation of level
four of the career ladder and mandated that a master teacher
examination be developed by the fall of 1990 so that teachers might be
placed on that level at the end of that year. A setback occurred when,
because of a technical error in legislation, the state supreme court
declared unconstitutional a law that had attempted to modify the career
ladder and the master teacher test. The Texas Education Agency was at
this point developing the examination and had a difficult issue to face:
how to convince teachers that there was a purpose for the examination,
which at that point was almost completed.

Preparation for Development
of a Master Teacher Examination

In May 1989 the Texas state legislature appropriated $750,000 that
could be used for the development of the TMTE. The laws that
required such an examination included several key issues that were
central to the planning for test development. These included a
requirement for satisfactory performance on the examination for entry
to the master teacher level of the career ladder; State Board of
Education adoption of the comprehensive written examination;
promulgation of rules by the board for the active participation of
classroom teachers in developing and administering the written
examination; adoption by the board of passing standards for the
examination; and adoption of the examination by the board no later
than September 1, 1990.

With these requirements before the agency, planning began
immediately following the end of the legislative session in 1989. The
initial step taken was to call upon the four professional organizations
in the state who represent teachers and to ask for their advice and for
identification of issues that should be considered during the planning
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stages. In June, representatives from the organizations met with
agency staff. Even though an advisory committee designed to examine
the role of the master teacher in the schools had been appointed and
functioning for many months, no action had been taken toward
defining what an examination should measure. The organization
representatives felt it was important to recognize the work of this
advisory committee and to incorporate the committee’s definition of a
master teacher into the framework for the test. The work of this
committee had addressed not only the role of the master teacher, but a
process for appraising the master teacher in the conduct of these
duties, which could become eventually a part of the Texas Teacher
Appraisal System. This advisory committee had developed the
following definition of a master teacher.

A master teacher is a professional who (1) exhibits a superior level of
both subject matter and general knowledge and (2) consistently
demonstrates effective teaching practices in the classroom at an
exemplary level. The master teacher is able to analyze and
communicate how various components of curricula and instruction are
related, to base teaching on accepted practices and appropriate
research, to maximize learning for all students, and to enhance
students’ interests and attitudes about life and learning.

The master teacher is able to exhibit leadership at campus or district
levels in curriculum instruction, professional development,
communication, and student learning. The master teacher operates
effectively with minimal supervision, is reflective and self-directed,
and is capable of making and explaining professional judgments.

In June, at the meeting with members of the professional organi-
zations, agency staff discussed the challenge posed by this
examination. Several options for test development were offered to this
group. These included options for both subject-matter tests and
pedagogy tests. The options for subject-matter tests included the
following.

1. Expand the ExCET (Texas’s certification tests designed to
measure entry-level skills and knowledge) subject-matter tests
(54) with a subset of items that measure both advanced subject
matter and additional subject matter by application of the
knowledge (i.e., pedagogy).

2. Use the current ExCET subject-matter tests, setting higher passing
standards.
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3. Adopt nationally used tests (e.g., National Teacher Examination
[NTE]), which do not necessarily represent all subjects.

4. Develop advanced subject-matter tests for each certificate or for
each course or assignment that a teacher might hold. Items might
require multiple-choice or open-ended responses, or both.

The options for a pedagogy test included the following.

1. Develop a single pedagogy test that requires the examinee to apply
subject-matter knowledge.

2. Develop pedagogy tests for each certificate or assignment area.

3. Develop a test that primarily assesses the knowledge required for a
master teacher to perform the role or duties that could be assigned
based on the law.

The teacher organization representatives arrived at a consensus that
content or subject area tests should not be used for identifying master
teachers. Rather, they felt it was important that the board consider a
pedagogy test that would require a teacher to use the knowledge of his
or her subject matter and teaching methods in responding to the
questions. The preliminary conclusion of the representatives was that
knowledge of subject matter could be judged as a part of the
performance appraisal and that in-depth knowledge of content did not
indicate that a person was a skilled teacher.

In preparation for developing a request for proposals, the Texas
Education Agency spent considerable time examining other educator
assessment programs as well as specialization examinations used in
other professions. A significant part of the research in the area of
teacher assessment was being conducted by the Teacher Assessment
Project at Stanford University under the direction of Dr. Lee Shulman,
with support from the Carnegie Foundation. The work of this project
was based upon the premise that “teaching is context specific”; that is,
teachers are required to use their subject-matter knowledge in a variety
of settings with a diversity of students. After reviewing many aspects
of this work, the agency concluded that a master teacher examination
should measure content knowledge in combination with knowledge
necessary to teach in that discipline and pedagogy that was generally
held to be generic to a teacher in any assignment. As a result of
reviewing examinations in other professions, the agency recognized
the potential for many different strategies or approaches to measure
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this knowledge and, consequently, left to those organizations who
submitted proposals the task of identifying measurement strategies
appropriate to these purposes.

The opinions of the professional organizations were discussed by the
State Board of Education with an observation from them that the
National Board for Professional Teaching Standards (NBPTS) was
embarking on developing teacher assessment measures that should be
considered for use in Texas in lieu of a master teacher examination.
The board was informed of the timeline for development of the
NBPTS assessments (completion of the first tests by 1993), which
precluded their immediate use in Texas. In September, the agency took
to the board a request for proposals for contracted services to support
the development of a master teacher examination. This request called
for development of an examination to measure the pedagogical
knowledge of a teacher who is expected to perform at the highest level
of the teaching profession. The instrument to be developed should
include, but should not be limited to, measurement of general
pedagogical knowledge. It should also include assessment of that
knowledge in the context of a teacher’s specific subject matter and
level of assignment. Approaches or strategies for these measurement
strategies must include teachers of all subjects taught in the Texas
public schools at all grade levels and must assess the teacher’s
knowledge needed to perform duties that could be assigned to a
teacher on the master teacher level of the career ladder.

Development of the Texas Master Teacher Examination
Three organizations responded to the request for proposals. The Texas
Education Agency, through teacher professional organizations and
other sources, identified 18 persons, including 12 public school
teachers in different teaching assignments who were at that time on
level three of the Texas career ladder, to review the proposals and
recommend to the State Board of Education the organization to be
awarded the contract for test development. Based on the recom-
mendation of this panel, the board selected National Evaluation
Systems, Inc. (NES), to develop and administer the Texas Master
Teacher Examination.
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During the period that the agency was exploring the type of
examination to be developed, the State Board of Education passed
rules that required that in all aspects of test development 80 percent of
the persons to be involved must be classroom teachers. This rule was
adhered to throughout the development period, and in most cases, a
greater proportion of the advisory groups were teachers. To support
this requirement to involve teachers, the Texas Education Agency
implemented several steps to identify exemplary Texas teachers to
participate in the many roles that were necessary to develop a test.
Nominations of teachers of the highest caliber were sought from many
sources and a large database was formed, which finally included over
1,000 teachers with information that supported their stature in the
teaching profession. From this initial group of teachers, more than 500
have been selected for service on advisory committees for test
development, standard setting, and scoring the examinations. This
ongoing process to identify teachers to be involved in implementing
the testing programs will at some point in the future be phased out, and
those teachers who have passed the examination will serve in these
capacities.

Passing Standards for the
Texas Master Teacher Examination

As stated earlier, one legislatively mandated role of the State Board of
Education is to set the passing standards for the master teacher
examination. The legislature directed the State Board of Education to
set high and rigorous standards for the tests and stated that the career
ladder mandated in law was in its implementation to be a pyramid
rather than a ladder. During discussions with the legislative leadership,
the board was informed that the maximum percentage of teachers who
should be placed on level four of the career ladder should range from
5 to 10 percent. As a result, the board set a high standard for the
TMTE, requiring that approximately 85 percent of the content of the
test be mastered in order to pass.

Administration of the Texas Master Teacher Examination
The TMTE was first administered in November 1990. Had the
standard initially approved by the board the previous September been
applied, only 42 of 2,603, or 1.6 percent of test takers, would have
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passed the examination. As a result, professional teacher associations
urged the board to modify the standard. In March 1991 the State Board
of Education adjusted the passing standard so that 6 percent, or in the
first administration, 155 teachers, passed the test. The board added that
individuals could pass one portion of the test at a time, rather than
having to pass both at the same sitting. Therefore, in addition to those
who passed both portions, 539 teachers (20.7%) were notified that
they had passed the multiple-choice section, and 68 teachers (2.6%)
were notified that they had passed the written assignment section of
the test.

Conclusion
The establishment of standards for the TMTE has not been without
controversy. Board members have asserted that the board has an
obligation to the public and the legislature to maintain test quality and
rigorous standards for level four of the career ladder and the master
teacher examination, even though this responsibility may at times
conflict with the desires of some teachers. The debate between policy
makers, the public, and the teaching profession will continue, but it is
hoped that teachers will come to value the stature accorded those who
pass the examination and that it will become more widely accepted
within the profession.
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