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As in previous years, this past year has been a busy one for the
Texas Education Agency. We have had many opportunities and
have faced many challenges. All of the issues that people have
been talking about at this conference are issues we are facing right
now. What I would like to do here is discuss the work we are
doing and how we are facing the challenges that confront us.

In Texas we are attempting to do the impossible: we are trying to
systematically and systemically change the state. As you might
imagine, with a state the size of Texas, this is no mean feat. Some
of the other large states, like New York, California, and Illinois, can
understand how difficult it is. We have found that this type of
comprehensive approach is the only way that we can begin to
have any real impact. It is the only way that we can effect lasting
change. So often in the past, programs have been developed
which were dependent on individuals, and when the critical
individual left or changed positions, those programs were dropped.
Therefore, we are trying to develop projects that will be ongoing
and sustainable and not tied to the tenure of specific individuals.

One of the things that we have become very aware of is that the
Texas learning community is not a small community. In the past we
thought of the learning community as encompassing a small town,
or perhaps the state, or even the nation. Now, we see the entire
hemisphere, the world, even the galaxy, as constituting our
learning community. Everything is our learning community. We no
longer think small. Skip Meno, Commissioner of Education, has
brought a new outlook on education to Texas. He is the first
commissioner we've had whom I would characterize as a pro-
curriculum, student-centered person. He has three goals for all of
us: "Enhance student achievement," "Enhance student
achievement," "Enhance student achievement." That is his primary
focus. As a result, we are examining very closely what that means.
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How do we begin to move the system in that direction? Our
response is to try to develop a student-centered learning
community.

In the past, much of the theory in teacher education was teacher
centered. The premise was that if you've taught well, you've done
well. Now we're backtracking and saying that if you've taught well
but no one has learned, you haven't taught well. Our purpose is to
move to a learner-centered environment.

The competencies necessary for this shift are based on the SCANS
report (a report developed by the Secretary of Labor to define the
skills and knowledge needed by the worker of the twenty-first
century). I'm sure many of you have seen these. They are the
fundamental building blocks of our approach. We are using this
report to develop a curriculum to produce a twenty-first-century
person, ready to deal with twenty-first-century problems in a
constructive way. As part of that goal, we are striving to develop
competency in areas which encompass basic skills beyond
reading, writing, and mathematics. We are targeting areas such as
listening, speaking, and interpersonal skills. We want students to
demonstrate responsibility, high self-esteem, integrity, and the
ability to work with others. We want students to learn to apply
technology, locate and use communication resources, allocate
resources, and understand systems. Competencies such as these
are becoming increasingly important as our country becomes
more diverse.

One problem is that frequently we have the tendency to break
things into pieces and deal with the little pieces without looking at
the whole, and as a result we have often missed how all of the
pieces fit together. Many of us still see this type of approach used
in the classroom. Teachers sometimes still focus on conveying
discrete bits of information rather than on the whole process itself.
We want to change this situation. Learning, reasoning, creative
thinking, problem solving—these processes make up the
foundation upon which we are building our system.

Our success depends on the learning environment. By this
reference I mean educators, parents, community members, and
others concerned with education. There are a number of changes
that need to occur. We need to change how we conceptualize
education and the expectations that we hold. For instance, in the
past we've said that not all students can or will learn. With respect
to our special education students, we've said, "You can't learn, we
don't expect you to learn." But now we have the expectation that
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all students can and will learn. We've become results-driven
instead of process-driven. Our focus is multilanguage or dual
language rather than single language. We have maximum
expectations instead of minimum expectations.

Part of this change in expectations is a change in testing programs.
Formerly we used the TEAMS test, the Texas Educational
Assessment of Minimal Skills. We've now switched to the TAAS,
the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills. This is one example of
how we have increased our expectations.

Another change we have made is in our grouping practices. We
are now looking at grouping in very different ways. For instance,
we are using heterogeneous rather than homogeneous grouping.

We are trying to develop a system that couples empowerment
with accountability. So often in the past we have had a system that
worked from the top down. Now we are trying to move from the
bottom up, but with accountability built into the system. I recently
spent some time talking with Cal Frazier about some of the
principals with whom we work. We are still seeing a lot of top-
down decision making, rather than the bottom-up, shared decision
making we are aiming for.

Obviously, we are trying to accomplish a lot. We are striving for
active, purposeful learning with an emphasis on the needs of the
learners. Our focus is learner centered, and as part of that focus
we are recognizing the importance of diversity. We are looking at
different learning styles, at different language styles, at all of the
various differences that one encounters in education. We are
attempting to incorporate shared decision making rather than top-
down decision making. We are finding that this requires a real
paradigm shift for a lot of individuals.

In order to build our system, we are working in two directions.
First, we consider all of the learner-centered skills and a whole
assessment system that is built in as a component. We are
concerned with accountability. Campuses are rated. We now give
a grade to each campus using an accountability system called the
Academic Excellence Indicator System (AEIS). This system includes
a number of indicators, all the way from test scores to truancy and
dropout rates. By law, the principal of each campus is responsible
for progress, and this constitutes the basis of our system.

The second area on which we are focusing is the area of teacher
education. What we are trying to do in the teacher education
division is to move beyond the basic system and set up a support
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system for student-centered learning, to promote this type of
learning environment. In February 1994 we developed a set of
educator proficiencies that are consistent with this learner-centered
environment and the learner-centered approach. Interestingly,
when we looked closely at these proficiencies, what we
discovered is that they all mirror the SCANS-type skills. So we are
beginning to apply the SCANS skills in the context of teacher
education.

As we look at teaching ability, we have found that we need to look
not only at whether the teacher has a particular skill or knowledge
but also whether he or she has the ability to teach. We have found
that these teacher skills are closely related to the administrator
skills, which build on the teacher skills. We have five teacher
proficiencies and six administrator proficiencies; the difference is
that the administrator proficiencies include leadership skills. It
constitutes something of a sequential program, where we also start
and end with the learner-centered approach. Everything starts from
the learner—not teacher centered, or "out there" centered, but
learner centered. We are aiming for learner-centered instruction,
equity in excellence for all learners, and learner-centered
communication.

As part of our efforts to develop this learner-centered system, we
have begun to focus on the research of Dave Berliner and others.
They talk about the benefits of teachers' having the opportunity to
back off and reflect and about the importance of professional
development. This is one of the big struggles we are engaged in
right now. Commissioner Meno has asked for 20 additional staff
development days over the next three sessions. Each day of staff
development in Texas costs $200 million, so this request is not a
casual one.

As part of this learner-centered shift, we are moving towards
learner-centered leadership. This move has implications for both
teachers and administrators, but our focus here is primarily on
administrative skills. We want to provide a learner-centered
climate, which means looking at a number of different factors. Our
curriculum, instruction, and proficiencies are all learner centered.
The proficiencies guide a number of aspects. By board rule, they
guide our preparation entities. If you're familiar with Texas, you
know we have a number of these. We have our traditional
universities and alternative certification programs. Currently about
15 or 20 percent of our teachers come from alternative
certification programs. These programs are directed by our
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educational service centers, school districts, or universities, or by a
combination of these organizations. In addition, we have a number
of individuals from the military who have completed upper-division
coursework without completing lower-division coursework. In
response, we are working with community colleges to fill in the
lower-division coursework that these individuals need. In addition,
we have Teach for America teachers. There are also several other
kinds of training entities. This is the reason we are moving to a
proficiency-driven system. We can no longer say, "Here is a set of
standards for teacher training. If you meet these standards, we will
certify your product." Instead we have to look at the product itself
and evaluate what the product can do.

We are attempting to set up a complete system to deal with all of
these issues. One of the things that we started to look at is our
ExCET testing program. In 1990 we began working on the
proficiencies, and we are now redeveloping all 64 tests in this
program. We expect to have about 68 tests when we are finished,
based on the proficiencies we have identified. We have started
from scratch. We've moved from objectives to what we call
competencies. Competencies are much broader, much less
confined than objectives. We're hoping that they'll last ten years
longer than the objectives did. Ideally, we will be able to change
specific items rather than have to go back and redo the
infrastructures of the tests.

This fall we will also be starting over with respect to certification. A
task force is being formed that will revise our certification program.
Currently, we have approximately 84 certificates. Some of these,
like Special Education, contain a lot of overlap. We have also
found some inconsistencies across the various certificates. We are
working on these issues.

Of course, educator preparation and proficiencies form the
foundation of all of this work. We are currently working on an
accountability system for all of the training entities. We will be
looking at productivity in terms of performance on the ExCET tests
and also of performance on a teacher-appraisal system. In fact, we
recently contracted with MGT of Florida to begin the development
of the new teacher-appraisal system. This system will focus on
learner-centered competencies as well as proficiencies. We are
also in the process of working through a number of decisions to
improve staff development. Again, we are basing our work on the
learner-centered proficiencies and learner-centered competencies
that we have identified.
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Clearly, we're trying to put together a comprehensive system.
What is exciting about this process is that the teachers themselves
have become excited about it. They are excited about having a
definition for what they do. Our old teacher-appraisal system was
based on one observation. There were actually four observations,
but in fact it was the same observation done four times. The
problem with the old system was that it was very limited. There
was only so much we could glean from an observation. Now we
are trying to look at the larger picture, to focus on the total
teaching situation. Again, we are basing our assessment on
whether it makes a difference to the students. We are concerned
about whether learning occurred rather than did the teacher do
what he or she was supposed to do, regardless of the results. As
Ron Berk and others have written, it is going to be a very difficult
task to tie the performance of the teacher to the performance of
students, and yet we have a mandate to find ways to do just that.

As we have worked through these issues and have started to redo
our tests, we have begun to look at some new models. Although
we will continue to use multiple-choice items (which we call
machine-scorable items now), we have also added items with a
considerably different format. For example, on our professional
development tests, which again are based on these proficiencies,
we have moved to what we call teacher decision sets. Based on
Berliner's work and our look at classrooms, we rediscovered that
teachers make hundreds of decisions each day. In light of this, we
have developed teacher decision sets. A decision set is a piece of
information and a series of questions. The information might be a
set of test scores, a classroom scenario, or a curriculum issue. We
give this information to the candidate and ask six to eight
questions. Then we give them additional information and ask six to
eight more questions. Then we have a third part, with six to eight
more questions. The entire sequence forms what we call the
decision set, and the teacher works through the set in the same
way he or she would work through similar problems in the
classroom.

As you know, no one gives accolades to a test. However, the
feedback we have received from experienced teachers has been
very positive. They have told us, "This is the type of work that we
do in the classroom. It's nice to see that somebody is asking us
about what we actually do."
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We are using a similar approach with our new administrator test
that will be operational next fall. We are using machine-scorable
items, but we will have some constructed-response items as well.
For some items we will have a video stimulus. We will also have a
section on simulated practices, which will assess certain
communication, problem-solving, and related skills.

We have an oral proficiency test that has been in use for four years
now. We have received some constructive feedback on this test as
we make plans to revise it. One issue our bilingual teachers have
raised relates to the kind of questions that constitute the test.
Some of the teachers refer to them as "resort" questions. They are
generic questions, ones that require the candidate to ask directions
or to give an opinion. We think that we can improve these tests
considerably. Our goal is to develop a model, or shell, as we build
a test of Spanish proficiency. Once we have a Spanish test with
which we are satisfied, we can use that shell to develop
proficiency tests in other languages for which we need bilingual
teachers, such as Japanese, Cantonese, or Vietnamese. Thus the
shell will provide the structure for assessing communication in
general, and we will be able to use it with any of the languages we
choose to assess.

Next, Vicki Davis will discuss some of the work we are doing in
developing this communication skills test in Spanish for bilingual
teachers.


